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Explanatory Note 
 

 

These essays refer to two broad schools of 

political thought described as the ‚red right‛ and the 

‚blue right.‛  The former term encompasses those groups 

generally considered to be right-wing, including those 

designated as conservatives, Republicans, and the alt-

right; the latter, those groups designated as liberals, 

including Democrats, progressives, greens, and so on.  

Since both political orientations are fundamentally statist, 

and therefore fundamentally right-wing, these essays 

refer to both blocs as such, distinguishing the two simply 

by the colors commonly used to represent each in 

American journalism.  While this is a generalization, it is 

more accurate than maintaining the illusion that a 

genuine liberal or left political orientation still exists in 

the United States. 

These essays also omit the term ‚police‛ 

wherever possible, using such phrases as ‚paramilitary 

troops‛ or ‚paramilitary forces‛ instead.  Again, this is 

more cumbersome but also more accurate, as the practice 

of referring to federal, state, and local paramilitary forces 

as police obscures their actual functions and behavior.  

According to the terms of the Third Geneva Convention, 

a person eligible to be defined as a prisoner of war--in 

other words, a soldier--must belong to a unit that has a 
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responsible commander and a distinguishing emblem, 

that carries arms openly, and that carries on operations in 

accordance with the laws of war.1  Every police force in 

the United States would qualify as a paramilitary unit 

according to this definition.  If the reader should object 

that the Geneva Conventions are only operable in time of 

war, it should be remembered that the police are an army 

created to suppress internal rather than external threats 

and therefore exist in a constant state of war.  Under 

those circumstances, it is reasonable to refer to them as 

paramilitary forces. 
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The Willful Misunderstanding of the Second 
Amendment 

 

 

Relatively few twenty-first century Americans 

have a very clear understanding of the Second 

Amendment.  As a general rule, Democrats and 

progressives--the blue right--claim that it is intended to 

protect only the sporting and defensive rights of law-

abiding, qualified citizens, subject to appropriate 

regulation.  Republicans and conservatives--the red right-

-vehemently assert that it is intended to provide the 

people with a defense against government tyranny, to the 

point of enabling them to overthrow their government if 

necessary, and that any regulation of arms is a threat to 

that principle.  While the red right’s position is 

marginally less ahistorical, neither side’s views are borne 

out by a look at the text of the amendment itself and the 

relevant contents of contemporary legislation. 

Supreme Court interpretations of the Second 

Amendment in recent years, particularly the District of 

Columbia v. Heller decision in 2008,1 have focused on the 

second part of the text: ‚the right of the people to keep 

and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.‛  It is the first part 

of the amendment, however, which specifies its purpose: 

‚A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security 

of a free state<.‛  That is very straightforward.  Citizens 
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are entitled to possess arms so that they are able to form 

a militia when required for purposes of national defense. 

The blue right usually chooses to interpret the 

word ‚militia‛ as referring to the National Guard, but 

militia forces in the United States long predate the 

existence of the Guard, which was not established until 

1903.  Moreover, the Militia Act of 1903 explicitly failed 

to subsume all the militias of the period into the National 

Guard; it divided the militias and turned one part into a 

federally-controlled reserve force for the regular army 

while leaving the remainder under state authority. 

What, then, is a militia?  In Anglo-American 

tradition, it is an irregular military unit composed of 

civilians.  Its members provide their own weapons, 

uniforms, and equipment.  They conduct their own 

training.  They elect their own officers.  They are 

organized on a community basis.  In the United States, 

militias were subject to no authority higher than that of 

the governor of the state in which they were formed.  

They could not be deployed outside their home state 

without the consent of their members, who would vote 

on the merits and length of any proposed deployment 

before accepting it.  Militia service gave rank-and-file 

soldiers a direct voice in the conduct of military 

operations. 

Shortly after the ratification of the Constitution in 

1788, Congress passed the Militia Act of 1792, which 

specified a more encompassing definition of the militia.  

‚Every able-bodied white male citizen between the ages 

of 18 and 45‛ was to be enrolled as a member of the 

militia, and was to provide himself with a ‚good musket, 
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or firelock, and a sufficient bayonet and belt,‛ as well as 

‚a pouch with a box therein to contain not less than 

twenty-four cartridges.‛2  The Militia Act of 1903 

preserved the age limits of the earlier legislation but 

altered the definition of the militia to encompass ‚every 

able-bodied male citizen‛ as well as those men of foreign 

birth who intended to become citizens.3  Both statutes 

would have been automatically modified by the Equal 

Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to apply 

to all adult citizens after 1868. 

In other words, the Second Amendment merely 

permits and encourages the arming of civilians.  The 

legislation of 1792, on the other hand, mandated the 

possession of military-grade small arms by roughly 

three-eighths of the population.  While the original 

requirement for each member of the militia to provide his 

own arms was repealed in the 1903 act, it had remained 

in force for over a century, clearly indicating that both its 

authors and dozens of subsequent Congresses had found 

the individual mandate to be necessary and proper. 

The militia system in the United States was not 

only traditional, and familiar to American politicians 

who had served in it during the Revolutionary War, but 

also a carefully reasoned solution to the threat of a too-

strong federal government.  Alexander Hamilton, while 

admitting the necessity of federal supervision of the 

militia, dismissed the idea of national military training as 

‚futile‛ and proclaimed the necessity of citizen-soldiers: 

 

Little more can reasonably be aimed at, with 

respect to the people at large, than to have them 
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properly armed and equipped<.By thus 

circumscribing the plan, it will be possible to have 

an excellent body of well-trained militia, ready to 

take the field whenever the defense of the State 

shall require it. This will not only lessen the call 

for military establishments, but if circumstances 

should at any time oblige the government to form 

an army of any magnitude that army can never be 

formidable to the liberties of the people while 

there is a large body of citizens, little, if at all, 

inferior to them in discipline and the use of arms, 

who stand ready to defend their own rights and 

those of their fellow-citizens. This appears to me 

the only substitute that can be devised for a 

standing army, and the best possible security 

against it, if it should exist.4 

 

First and foremost, the militia is a ‚substitute‛ for a 

standing army, intended to ‚take the field‛ in defense of 

the nation.  Only under abnormal circumstances is it 

intended to act as a direct check on the government.  

James Madison considered that any significant threat to 

the United States would arise from friction among the 

individual states, and that such friction had been 

removed by their union; consequently, the existence of 

the United States ‚destroy*ed+ every pretext for a 

military establishment which could be dangerous.‛5  This 

distrust of professional armies reflected a conclusion that 

American leaders had reached after studying European 

history: a standing army controlled by the government 

gave the government immunity from its own laws, 
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besides inviting foreign invasion.  Another likely source 

was their admiration for the Roman Republic, which 

prohibited the carrying of arms by any person, even 

soldiers, within the sacred bounds of the city in order to 

prevent military interference in government.6 

American hostility towards a professional 

military persisted throughout the nineteenth century.  

Congressman Thomas Randolph, speaking in the House 

in 1800, called a permanent army ‚a useless and 

enormous expense‛ and a ‚dangerous institution.‛7  

Thirty years later, Congressman Robert Desha stated 

unambiguously, ‚The militia will have to defend this 

country in the event of a war.‛8  The constitution of 

Kansas, approved in 1859, included the language, 

‚Standing armies, in time of peace, are dangerous to 

liberty, and shall not be tolerated.‛9  In 1877, the American 

Cyclopaedia wrote, ‚The militia system of the United 

States, like that of Great Britain, had its origin in jealousy 

of standing armies.‛10  Even in 1903, as the National 

Guard was in the process of formation, Congress 

demonstrated its continued commitment to the militia 

system in principle by establishing the National Board 

for the Promotion of Rifle Practice, later incorporated as 

the Civilian Marksmanship Program.  The purpose of the 

CMP is to encourage rifle proficiency among civilians 

who might be called to active duty in the militia, and to 

sell surplus military arms to the public at low prices in 

order to arm the militia.  Between 1958 and 1976 alone, 

the CMP transferred more than half a million rifles and 

150,000 pistols to civilian ownership.11 
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Given a clear desire on the part of the government 

to place arms in the hands of the public, and the 

assumption that an armed public was sufficient for 

national defense, Americans were traditionally content to 

keep their standing army small.  In 1784, while the 

American government was still operating under the 

Articles of Confederation, Congress ordered the 

reduction of the regular army to 80 enlisted soldiers and 

an appropriate number of officers. Two years later, the 

strength of the army was fixed at 700, a limit that was 

reaffirmed in 1787.  In 1790, the maximum number of 

soldiers the army was permitted to maintain was set at 

1,216.12  If this figure was scaled proportionally to the 

increase in population between the 1790 and 2010 

censuses, and a similar limit was placed on the size of the 

US armed forces today, those forces would be reduced to 

a maximum of 96,423 personnel.  Excluding periods of 

war and demobilization, and the Panic of 1837, the 

strength of all branches of the American military did not 

exceed 20,000 troops until 1840, and did not exceed 

40,000 troops until 1894.13  These numbers differ 

substantially from the 2.5 million soldiers currently 

serving on active duty or in the reserves, to say nothing 

of the 200,000 federal paramilitary troops whose 

existence was never contemplated by early American 

military thinkers. 

American colonial leaders never considered the 

term ‚militia‛ to be synonymous with ‚National Guard,‛ 

nor did they, as their public statements make clear, have 

any intention of entrusting the defense of the United 

States to a professional army.  The country was to be 
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defended by the militia, and the militia was to be created 

and enlarged by arming the general population, a move 

that was democratic as well as cost-effective.  It was, 

however, to be a ‚well-regulated‛ militia, according to 

the terms of the Second Amendment.  Since most of the 

American population constitutes the militia legally, and 

all of it constitutes the militia practically--‚There is no 

profound difference between the farmer and the 

soldier<.when you take your arms in hand, you become 

soldiers‛14--it can be deduced that gun control is simply 

regulation of the militia as authorized in the 

Constitution.  But in order for this reading of the 

amendment to remain logically consistent, it must first 

admit that the populace as a whole is the militia, charged 

with the responsibility of national defense.  This in turn 

answers the pressing question of whether the average 

citizen should be allowed to possess military-grade 

weapons.  If he is a member of the military, would it not 

be incongruous for him to be without a military weapon, 

or for his access to weapons to be regulated in such a way 

as to impair his military usefulness in an emergency?  

Gun control must be understood as an aspect of defense 

policy in order for a Second Amendment justification for 

it to make sense.  The argument of the blue right that 

weapons ownership in general should be heavily 

restricted and certain types of weapons banned 

altogether as too dangerous for civilian ownership cannot 

be reconciled with the language of the Bill of Rights, or 

with the military history of the United States. 

Likewise, the scenario that today’s red right 

envisions, in which millions of professional soldiers face 
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off against millions of citizen gun owners in a Second 

Revolutionary War, never entered the minds of the men 

who drafted the Constitution.  The Second Amendment 

was not supposed to prevent government tyranny by 

enabling citizens to make war on the government; rather, 

it was intended to prevent tyranny by ensuring that the 

government had no military force capable of making war 

on its citizens.  For example, although the military 

expedition to suppress the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 

was led by President Washington and other federal 

officers, the thirteen thousand troops they commanded 

were militia detached by the governors of four separate 

states, as the Regular Army was too small to enforce the 

law.15  This distinction is subtle but important.  It marks 

the difference between keeping the government weak 

enough that it remains permanently responsible to the 

people, and making the government strong enough that 

it periodically defies restraint and has to be suppressed 

by an armed citizenry at great cost.  If the state is a threat, 

or likely to become a threat, why arm it at all?  Again, the 

reasoning here is not consistent.  ‚To render an army 

unnecessary,‛ Hamilton wrote, ‚will be a more certain 

method of preventing its existence than a thousand 

prohibitions on paper.‛16  Far from agreeing that an army 

is unnecessary, the red right continues to press for the 

expansion of the armed forces, as well as opposing even 

those methods of gun control that emphasize firearms 

training and would thereby enhance the militia’s 

effectiveness. 

More to the point, the blue right and red right 

alike see the militia system as obsolescent, something 
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conceived in the eighteenth century to face a different set 

of military threats with different resources, a primitive, 

outdated approach to defense no longer suitable for the 

modern world.  Such an appraisal echoes the scornful 

wording that Rolling Stone recently applied to the Second 

Amendment itself when suggesting that supporters of 

gun rights resume the use of wigs and chamberpots.17  

Both sides exhibit a persistent belief that a large number 

of lightly-armed civilians cannot defeat trained 

professionals backed by armor and air support.  In spite 

of this confidence, in its last three prolonged wars 

(Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan), the US Army has faced 

off not against another professional army, but against 

civilians with small arms, and it has lost every time.  

Guerrillas defending their homeland from invasion have 

significant moral18 and logistical19 advantages over an 

invader.  Transpose the Iraq War to the United States, 

with American civilians in the role of the Iraqis and a 

foreign invader in the role of the US Army, and what do 

you get?  The situation that Abraham Lincoln, himself a 

former militia captain, described when he said, ‚All the 

armies of Europe, Asia, and Africa combined, with all the 

treasure of the earth (our own excepted) in their military 

chest, with a Bonaparte for a commander, could not by 

force take a drink from the Ohio or make a track on the 

Blue Ridge in a trial of a thousand years.‛20   

Modern rejection of the militia stems in part from 

the fact that a militia system, while admirably suited to 

defense, is entirely unsuited to offense.  An 

understanding that the militia, ‚unlike the sword of a 

standing army, could not be used for foreign adventures 
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and could not be turned against those whom it was 

supposed to protect,‛ was commonplace in the newly 

formed United States.21  This advantage arose from the 

combination of local control of militias and short 

enlistment terms for militia soldiers.  American author 

Clarence Day described his father’s Civil War militia 

service in a passage that seems almost surreal a hundred 

and fifty years after the events it depicts: 

 

When Father was seventeen he decided to join the 

old Seventh Regiment<.The Seventh had tried to 

get to the very front when the war started. It had 

sprung to arms and gone to the defence of 

Washington as soon as Sumter was fired on. A 

week later, however, when all real danger to the 

city was over and plenty of other troops had 

arrived, the Seventh felt that its object had been 

accomplished and that it might as well go back 

home. At this point the government asked it to 

enlist for three months in the army. This didn't 

seem fair to the Seventh. They had been distinctly 

assured, when they started, that they would only 

be away for two weeks. They at once held a 

meeting, however, and voted on this. They 

decided to enlist as a body, and to serve thirty 

days. When this thirty-day period was over, the 

men entrained and came home.22 

 

Without a regular army subject to eight-year service 

commitments and overseas deployments as long as 

eighteen months, the United States would find it 
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impossible to invade and occupy nations on the other 

side of the planet.  The red right and blue right alike 

consider it a moral imperative for America to spread 

democracy and free markets by force; therefore, to vest 

the country’s military capacities in a militia would 

deprive them of the weapon they require to pursue their 

ends when holding political office.  Moreover, the 

militias, being subject to democratic government by their 

members, would effectively allow popular referenda on 

federal defense and foreign policy.  Soldiers could quite 

literally vote with their feet.  The militia remains an 

effective force for national defense, but American 

military planning in the twenty-first century requires a 

force that can be used chiefly for offense. 

As for the American preoccupation with 

technology as a force multiplier, particularly with the 

virtues of aerial bombardment, twentieth century 

experience has also shown that heavy weapons are of 

little use in asymmetric warfare.  Col. David Hackworth, 

the most highly decorated soldier of the Vietnam War, 

rejected the notion that technology worked in favor of the 

United States during that conflict: 

 

The war could have never been won in terms of 

the employment of firepower.  The solution to 

winning the war was to cause reform in the 

government, to win the hearts and minds of the 

people, to make the cause justifiable so that the 

people of the country were willing to give up 

their lives.  This was not done. You could have 

used all of the firepower in the world, all the 
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technical ability that the U.S. had to fight the 

enemy, and you'd have, maybe, won a temporary 

tactical respite. But we'd have never won the war 

strategically unless we had the people join our 

side.  The war was about the people and winning 

over their hearts and their minds and their 

allegiance to the host country. The host country in 

Vietnam was made up of gangsters.23 

 

Three decades before, American commanders had been 

just as confident that their latest weapon, the B-29 

bomber, would bring safe, convenient victory over Japan.  

Between March and August 1945, the USAAF destroyed 

half of Japan’s industrial production; three million 

professional troops and thirty-two million partly-trained 

civilians remained available to defend Japan’s shores 

against invasion, and the War Department estimated that 

a successful invasion would result in four million 

American casualties.24  Fast forward to 2011, when Wired 

reported that the most common types of improvised 

explosive devices then in use in Afghanistan and Iraq 

cost an average of $265 apiece.  After expending $18 

billion on sensors and $50 billion on armored vehicles to 

counter this threat, the American occupation forces 

continued to lose approximately two hundred soldiers 

killed and over three thousand wounded each year to 

IEDs.25  In the twenty-first century, as in the eighteenth, 

armed civilians with limited technology can still defeat 

professional soldiers, and at enormous cost to the latter. 

An additional factor also works in favor of the 

militia’s effectiveness: concrete rather than abstract 
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motivation for its actions in time of war.  In the words of 

the British naval theorist Julian Corbett, ‚Since men live 

upon the land and not upon the sea, great issues between 

nations at war have always been decided--except in the 

rarest cases--either by what your army can do against 

your enemy’s territory and national life, or else by the 

fear of what the fleet makes it possible for your army to 

do.‛26  A professional army lacks any commitment to 

defending the land, both because it is recruited nationally 

rather than locally and thus develops a national identity, 

and because it is focused on preserving itself to continue 

a war rather than to defend territory, as exemplified by 

the preoccupation with survivability and second strike 

capability during the Cold War.27  Militiamen, on the 

other hand, are distributed everywhere in the country 

and have no motivation more hypothetical than 

protecting their homes and families.  Far from being less 

effective than a standing army, they are more suited than 

the professionals to the task of national defense. 

Such a reading of the Second Amendment, in its 

literal terms and historical context, is extremely 

objectionable to both sides in American politics.  For the 

blue right, it places dangerous amounts of power in the 

hands of individuals instead of reserving that power to 

the larger community and properly trained professionals.  

For the red right, it minimizes the importance of the 

armed forces they have come to idolize and the 

technological fetishes associated with those forces.  

Consequently, they both reject it in favor of a more 

convenient interpretation.  Nevertheless, the Second 

Amendment is not about hunting, or sports, or shooting 
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burglars, or overthrowing the government.  It's about 

preventing eight hundred billion dollars a year in 

defense spending, and the abuses of power that follow 

the money. 



17 

 

 
 
 
 

What Mapping Gun Violence Really Tells Us 
 

 

On December 3, 2015, Vox published a map 

showing all the mass shootings that had taken place in 

the United States since December 2012.  They used a 

definition of mass shooting--any single incident where 

four or more people are killed--that was rather broad, but 

in line with the emotive intent of the story.  The map was 

intended to cause readers to shout in horror, "See the 

extent of this problem? We have to fix it immediately!"  It 

was meant to be provocative and, at the same time, an 

unassailable argument for drastic action on humanitarian 

grounds.  However, regardless of their motives in 

publishing the map, it still offers useful information to 

any viewer who digs below an immediate reaction of 

shock and horror, as does any one of the similar maps of 

gun violence that have proliferated over the last several 

years. 

The Vox map does not support the conclusions of 

either side in the American gun control debate.  

California and New York, the two states with the most 

severe restrictions on firearms possession and hence a 

low rate of gun ownership, are shown thickly blanketed 

with shooting incidents, refuting the argument of the 

blue right that gun control will prevent such crimes.  On 

the other hand, Florida and Texas, two of the most liberal 
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states with regard to gun laws, appear to have 

experienced nearly as many shootings as their more 

restrictive counterparts.  Obviously the argument of the 

red right that an armed population stops crime and 

violence is not borne out by the data, either. 

There is a much clearer correlation that emerges 

from the map: that which exists between shooting 

incidents and urbanization.  The map showed only three 

shootings in the entire broad area comprising Montana, 

Wyoming, and the Dakotas, where there are few sizable 

towns.  In Colorado and Texas, the violence clustered 

noticeably around the major metropolitan areas; in 

Florida, the more populous Atlantic coast suffered more 

than the less populous Gulf coast; in California, the urban 

south was far more likely to be the location of a shooting 

than the rural north.  It is clear at a glance that 

population and population density, rather than the mere 

availability of firearms, drive murder rates. 

This casual conclusion, which is obvious from the 

visual representation of the data, is borne out by a more 

detailed inspection of crime statistics.  During 2014, the 

FBI recorded a total of 14,249 murders across the country.  

Half of these took place in cities with a population 

greater than 100,000; fourteen percent were committed in 

the nation’s eleven largest cities alone.  Geographically, 

fifty percent of murders occurred in just 0.7% of the 

country.  Based on these numbers, if an American lives in 

a city with a population of 100,000 or more, he is 138 

times more likely to be the victim of a murder than if he 

lives anywhere in the country outside one of those cities.  

If he lives in a city with a population of more than one 
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million, he is 285 times more likely to be a murder victim 

than if he lives in the periphery.  That is the extent of the 

discrepancy between urban and rural violence. 

This discrepancy is equally apparent in the 

statistics for mass shootings alone.  As of November 2016, 

the Stanford ‚Mass Shootings in America‛ data project 

listed a total of 301 mass shootings in the United States 

between August 1, 1966 and April 29, 2016.  The Stanford 

researchers applied a still lower threshold of three 

victims killed or wounded for an incident to qualify as a 

mass shooting, for a total of 2,366 victims over the study 

period of fifty years, an average of forty-eight per year.  

Forty-five percent of all mass shootings, resulting in 

death or injury to forty-eight percent of the total victims, 

occurred in the three hundred American cities with 

populations greater than 100,000.  Once a location 

experiences a mass shooting, there is a 14.5% chance that 

it will become the site of a second such event at a later 

date.  And most significantly, when the data is sorted by 

date, it reveals that only two mass shootings occurred 

during the 1960s, eight during the 1970s, 22 during the 

1980s, 48 during the 1990s, and 41 during the 2000s, and 

that all other recorded mass shootings--a hundred and 

eighty of them--took place from 2010 to 2016.  This 

strongly suggests that the United States has crossed two 

urbanization thresholds, the first in the 1980s and the 

second a quarter of a century later, past which the 

number of shootings will increase out of proportion to 

the population growth that triggered them. 
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If it's the cities themselves that are causing 

murders and mass shootings, the question to ask is how 

and why? 

First there's the proximity factor to consider.  The 

larger the number of people packed into a given area, the 

greater the likelihood that those people will come into 

conflict with one another--and that some of those people 

will attempt to resolve their conflicts by using guns.  The 

relationship between urban crowding and violence is 

more than linear: if the population of a given area 

doubles, violence and crime in that area more than 

double.  And yet more and more people are being forced 

into cities every year due to population growth.  This is a 

one-way street that doesn’t seem likely to change 

direction anytime soon. 

Second is the lack of opportunity that city 

dwellers have to work out their urges towards violence 

in alternative ways.  If they are firearms owners, they 

have few shooting ranges and very limited opportunity 

to hunt.  Their jobs often require minimal physical effort.  

They are encouraged to become spectators of 

professional sports rather than participants in their own 

sporting activities.  They are subjected to more intense 

policing, which suppresses minor brawls or other acts of 

defiance that might serve as a catharsis.  This is borne out 

by the fact that 85% of homicides are committed by men1-

-an astonishing discrepancy unless you assume that 

males are driven to compete with one another to a 

greater degree than females are.  Urban life limits the 

number of ways in which men can compete, inducing 
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some of them to engage in single, terminal acts of 

violence such as mass murder. 

Third, there's the pathological nature of urbanism 

itself.  Yes, the desire to live in a city is arguably a mental 

disorder, and the experience of living in a city causes 

further mental disorders.  Those who live and work in 

urban areas tend to become detached from reality.  They 

see no connection between the consequences of their 

actions and their survival, because the city provides a 

safety net for them.  Their labor often produces nothing 

necessary or useful for survival, leading them to question 

its--and their own--inherent value.  They are encouraged 

or compelled to delegate their decision-making to others.  

They are more thoroughly managed by authority 

structures, including the state, their employers, and 

society.  Such unsatisfying conditions breed instability 

and resentment.  Under these circumstances, individuals 

who lose patience with their environment cease to see 

violence as a form of brutality, and instead, in 

desperation, come to view it as their only available 

means of protest. 

Fourth, the macroeconomic aspect of violence 

must also be taken into account.  The United States spent 

two hundred years developing the most complex 

economy in human history.  The result is a postindustrial 

society in which a high standard of living is expected to 

accompany professional jobs that require little or no 

manual labor, and in which manual laborers are 

denigrated.  These jobs are overwhelmingly concentrated 

in cities.  This economic system renders individuals 

permanently dependent upon one another for their 
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survival.  Once they have moved into a city and allowed 

themselves to be subsumed into its economic life as 

workers for hire, they and their descendants are almost 

certain to remain there permanently.  They cannot raise 

the necessary capital to return to a rural or agrarian 

lifestyle, and they lack the skills for such a life; instead, 

they have become perpetual employees.  As historian 

John D’Emilio summarized it, 

 

Under capitalism, workers are ‚free‛ laborers in 

two ways.  We have the freedom to look for a job.  

We own our ability to work and have the freedom 

to sell our labor power for wages to anyone 

willing to buy it.  We are also freed from the 

ownership of anything except our labor power.  

Most of us do not own the land or the tools that 

produce what we need, but rather have to work 

for a living in order to survive.  So, if we are free 

to sell our labor power in the positive sense, we 

are also freed, in the negative sense, from any 

other alternative.  This dialectic--the constant 

interplay between exploitation and some measure 

of autonomy--informs all of the history of those 

who have lived under capitalism.2 

 

Such practices guarantee a continuous increase in urban 

population, with a corresponding increase in violence.  

The situation is exacerbated by the reactions of a 

minority of individuals who are vaguely dissatisfied with 

their lives but do not know how to escape them, and who 

sometimes fall back on murder to express their hatred of 
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the society in which they live, as in the 2014 case of Elliot 

Rodger.3 

Does the ready availability of firearms in 

American society contribute to its problems with gun 

violence?  Yes--in the same way that the ready 

availability of trees in a forest contributes to a forest fire.  

They can enable it, but they do not cause it.  Something 

else has to ignite the fire.  Something else has to cause a 

human being to want to kill, and that something is often 

the urban environment.  The United States doesn't have a 

gun problem.  It has a population problem. 
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Behind the Background Check 
 

 

American gun control advocates have more or 

less settled on securing universal background checks for 

firearms purchases as the next step in their program.  

Putting aside the issues of whether such checks actually 

reduce the incidence of murder or mass murder, or are a 

violation of American constitutional rights, they have 

been very disingenuous about their proposals.  They 

don’t just want a background check to be possible or 

mandated for each firearms purchase.  They have no 

intention of making the National Instant Check System 

accessible to individuals in order to make background 

checks easier and more frequent.  Instead, they are 

demanding a very specific kind of background check: one 

conducted through a federally licensed firearms dealer.  

Only dealers would have the ability to transfer guns after 

completing the appropriate paperwork.  Private or 

undocumented firearms sales would effectively be 

banned altogether. 

In 2014, the state of Washington adopted such 

background check requirements with the approval of 

Initiative 594.  By requiring all firearms transfers to be 

conducted through a dealer, and broadly defining what 

qualifies as a transfer, the initiative made it illegal in 
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most cases to loan someone a gun or for the owner of a 

gun to allow someone else to use it.1  As with controlled 

substance laws and traffic laws, its phraseology created 

new opportunities for selective prosecution and 

entrapment, and consequently for state and local courts 

to collect fines for otherwise innocuous transactions.  

Furthermore, a second conviction under the law counts 

as a felony, which would result in the victim being forced 

to surrender any guns in his possession.  It is the sort of 

law an informer would love, and it recalls New York’s 

1911 Sullivan Act, which enabled the Tammany political 

machine to put its rivals out of the way by planting guns 

on them and then jailing them.2 

A universal background check system built on 

this model, even with more narrowly-drawn language 

regarding loans and transfers, would have sweeping 

effects at the other end of the firearms supply chain as 

well.  Obtaining a federal firearms license to trade in 

weapons is not difficult.  The fees are moderate and the 

record-keeping and regulatory requirements are well 

within the ability of the average individual to meet.  For 

the moment, that is.  The licensing regulations for 

dealers, which are set by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 

Firearms and Explosives, do not carry the same 

emotional or political charge as laws affecting the 

consumer, and thus are subjected to a far smaller degree 

of public scrutiny.  In addition, it is widely assumed that 

dealers, who are carrying on a business, should be held 

to a higher standard of responsibility than their 

customers.  If universal background checks were 

implemented, it would be considerably easier for gun 



26 

 

control supporters to work to reduce the number of 

firearms in circulation by reducing the number of 

dealers.  Over time, they could quietly lobby the Bureau 

to make licenses more difficult to obtain.  They could 

increase the application fees.  They could impose waiting 

periods, or caps on the number of new licenses issued 

each year.  They could make the storage and reporting 

requirements difficult to meet.  They could require 

dealers to post a bond and then gradually raise the 

amount of the bond.  They could make licenses 

problematic to renew by eliminating any grandfather 

clauses and requiring that license holders comply with 

the revised requirements every time that their licenses 

came up for renewal.  It would be low-key civil service 

strangulation, and it would work.  In fact, its success has 

already been demonstrated.  Between 1993 and 2009, 

increased regulation halved the number of gun dealers in 

the United States; in Massachusetts, the number of 

dealers fell by 87 percent during this period.3  If this 

trend were to continue, as the number of dealers 

decreased, it would become more and more difficult for 

manufacturers to market their firearms, forcing some of 

them out of business and the rest to reduce production.  

Once annual production fell below the replacement 

threshold, the number of guns in circulation would begin 

to decrease for the first time in American history, which 

is the ultimate goal for some gun control advocates. 

But there would also be an economic bright side 

to the situation--for some.  As licenses became more 

difficult to obtain, smaller dealers would either go out of 

business or be forced to sell out to larger companies, 
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those with the resources to meet the new and more 

onerous demands of the ATF.  These companies would in 

turn merge and amalgamate until a few giant firms 

dominated the retail firearms market, creating yet 

another American oligopoly.  They could charge what 

they wanted, pricing guns out of the purchasing ability of 

the poor and weak, keeping their manufacturers alive 

through preferential relationships, and enjoying ironic 

but cozy relations with the gun control community.  

After all, continued firearms regulation would be 

essential to their ongoing profitability.  Even in the short 

term, given that between 6 million4 and 10 million5 

private gun sales take place each year, a transfer fee of 

only $20 apiece would increase the profits of firearms 

retailers between 25 and 40 percent.6  In addition, nearly 

two in three licensed American gun dealers are private 

individuals working from home, a proportion which 

rises to four out of five in rural areas.7  If the ATF were to 

raise the license renewal fee substantially, many of these 

small dealers could not afford to remain in business, and 

the largest retailers would benefit the most from their 

absence.  Furthermore, the firearms black market would 

expand considerably once the shrinking legal market 

became unable to meet public demand, creating yet 

another set of vulnerabilities for gun buyers and sellers 

working outside official channels. 

Gun control laws along these lines are heartily 

supported by the same progressives who are more often 

found denouncing selective prosecution, police brutality, 

big business, and the exploitation of the poor.  And yet 

they have no hesitation in attempting to restrict and 
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monopolize the arms trade in a way that increases those 

consequences, in addition to diverting the profits that can 

be made out of guns into the coffers of the state and its 

economic allies.  They invent a new crime, impose a fine 

for its commission, and dole out the proceeds to 

themselves.  Mark Twain famously described a similar 

occurrence some centuries ago: 

 

It reminded me of something I had read in my 

youth about the ingenious way in which the 

aldermen of London raised the money that built 

the Mansion House.  A person who had not taken 

the Sacrament according to the Anglican rite 

could not stand as a candidate for sheriff of 

London.  Thus Dissenters were ineligible; they 

could not run if asked, they could not serve if 

elected. The aldermen, who without any question 

were Yankees in disguise, hit upon this neat 

device: they passed a by-law imposing a fine of 

₤400 upon any one who should refuse to be a 

candidate for sheriff, and a fine of ₤600 upon any 

person who, after being elected sheriff, refused to 

serve.  Then they went to work and elected a lot 

of Dissenters, one after another, and kept it up 

until they had collected ₤15,000 in fines; and there 

stands the stately Mansion House to this day, to 

keep the blushing citizen in mind of a long past 

and lamented day when a band of Yankees 

slipped into London and played games of the sort 

that has given their race a unique and shady 
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reputation among all truly good and holy peoples 

that be in the earth.8 

 

Financial exploitation masquerading as concern for the 

public welfare is deceitful.  Whether or not gun control 

advocates have any intention of using the laws they have 

proposed in the manner described here is beside the 

point.  The laws are capable of misuse, and the long-term 

economic and social effects of such misuse are 

predictable; therefore, such misuse must be guarded 

against.  The desire of the blue right to protect 

individuals from the results of an ill-advised gun sale 

does not offer a single suggestion as to how the 

individual is to be protected from potential manipulation 

of the system by those who administer it. 

Use of the background check system to restrict the 

availability of firearms at the retail level would, in any 

case, be a secondary consequence of its primary purpose: 

blocking gun sales at the individual level.  Form 4473, the 

ATF document used to record gun sales, lists the 

conditions that automatically disqualify an individual 

from purchasing a firearm.  These include indictment for 

a felony, regardless of conviction; usage of marijuana or 

other drugs; mental illness; dishonorable discharge from 

the military; the existence of any restraining orders 

against the prospective buyer; certain misdemeanor 

convictions; and residency status.  None of these, except 

the actual conviction of a crime, conform to the guarantee 

of due process set out in the Fifth Amendment.  Mental 

illness, leaving the military under a cloud, participation 

in civil litigation, or being a tourist are not crimes.  
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Deprivation of property or rights, according to the 

Constitution, must be preceded by the operation of the 

law--by the conviction of a crime--and stepping in to 

prevent someone from purchasing a weapon they are 

about to buy qualifies as deprivation of property and 

rights.  In practice, however, federal regulations 

disregard this legal protection in the interest of keeping 

guns out of the hands of those whom the general public 

and the civil service consider to be bad citizens. 

Of the specific disqualifying conditions, the most 

dangerous to the principle of due process is mental 

illness, providing as it does the broadest and at the same 

time the most accessible subversion of civil rights.  ATF 

rules specify two scenarios in which a person deemed 

mentally ill will be prevented from purchasing a firearm.  

In the first case, an individual must have been deemed by 

a court to be mentally defective, specifically a danger to 

himself or others.  Since this example requires that legal 

proceedings precede deprivation of rights, it conforms to 

the due process standard.  In the second case, any person 

involuntarily committed to an institution for mental 

illness will also be denied during a background check.  

The procedure for involuntary commitment varies 

among jurisdictions, and with it the degree of due 

process allowed by the local legal system.  In Texas, 

involuntary commitment normally requires a warrant 

issued by a court.  In California, however, under the 

terms of the Lanterman-Petris-Short Act, any 

paramilitary officer, nurse, or doctor--a total of more than 

445,000 people--may commit an individual against his 
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will, thereby blocking him from purchasing a gun in the 

future.9 

The involuntary commitment process is therefore, 

in many jurisdictions, entirely in the hands of unelected 

specialists who are neither accountable to the public nor 

required to follow ordinary legal procedures.  Instead, 

they base their judgments on the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders, or DSM, a document 

developed in secrecy by a panel of private individuals 

employed by a for-profit foundation.10  A psychiatric 

diagnosis is not law and it is not based in law, but it has 

come to be accepted by the American legal system as 

having sufficient validity to justify superseding the Fifth 

Amendment.  This is in spite of the numerous well-

publicized flaws in the DSM and the fact that, just like 

highway patrolmen, psychiatrists and other medical 

personnel have quotas to meet.  They must diagnose or 

certify a given number of people on a regular basis in 

order to justify the continued existence of their own jobs, 

regardless of whether the individuals they diagnose are 

in need of medical treatment.  Certainly they feel that 

they have a personal stake in the matter as well.  Forty 

percent of US physicians see reducing gun violence as 

part of their jobs.11  And the results of this policy?  Data 

on the number of forced commitments is difficult to find.  

Nonetheless, over a one-year period from 1982-83, the 

state of Virginia, whose procedures were ‚regarded by 

mental health experts as representative of national 

statutes,‛ committed over 6,100 people against their 

will.12  Scaling those figures in proportion to the present-

day population suggests roughly 350,000 involuntary 
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commitments per year across the United States.  The 

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality reported 

that there were 1,777,300 hospitalizations for mental 

illness or illegal substance use (also considered a mental 

disorder) in 2012.13  At the 55 percent involuntary 

commitment rate cited by one practicing psychiatrist,14 

this works out to 977,500 forced commitments a year.  

None of these individuals will ever recover the ability to 

buy a gun over the counter due to a 1992 Congressional 

prohibition on the use of ATF funds to investigate or 

relieve firearms disabilities.15 

In spite of the legal contradictions involved in 

involuntary commitment, the ease of the process, and the 

large overall number of mental patients, the sense that 

the United States is not using mental health as a reason to 

disqualify more gun buyers has become a rare point of 

agreement for both sides in the gun control debate.  The 

National Rifle Association has called for compulsory 

registration of the mentally ill and the incorporation of 

the resulting registry into the NICS system,16 while the 

Obama administration ruled that doctors can report their 

mental patients to the FBI without being legally 

responsible for breaching confidentiality.17  Nevertheless, 

to use a mental health diagnosis as the basis for a denial 

of constitutional and human rights in the manner that the 

background check system does is to make the operation 

of justice dependent upon the mood and prejudices of 

individuals.  It is a rejection of the entire Western 

tradition of resisting arbitrary detention and enforcing 

due process. 
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It is particularly ironic that abolishing the stigma 

associated with mental illness has long been a policy 

position for the blue right.  American progressives have 

been fighting for more humane treatment of mental 

patients since the nineteenth century.  They have 

campaigned for less pejorative language to be used in 

describing the mentally handicapped, for their better 

integration into society and for society to show them 

greater acceptance, and for the further revision of the 

DSM.  And yet these same progressives have no 

hesitation in using mental illness as an excuse to deny 

individuals their right to due process when it comes to 

firearms purchases.  In one breath, they say mental 

illness is not a crime, and in the next, they class it with 

crimes when it suits their purpose to do so.  That is 

neither reasonable nor principled. 

But Americans are increasingly inclined to ignore 

the importance of due process out of a  concern for public 

safety, and their leaders are no exception to that trend.  

Chief Justice William Rehnquist wrote in 1998 that it was 

desirable for the government to curtail civil liberties in 

wartime,18 and the American government has certainly 

made the case in recent years that it is constantly at war, 

be it against waste, crime, drugs, or terror.  Additionally, 

government through regulation rather than legislation 

has an irresistible appeal to politicians regardless of the 

issue at stake because it shifts the burden of guilt from 

themselves to civil servants who don’t have to stand for 

election--because it provides them with a double measure 

of safety.  In this specific case, it appeals to the red right 

because they can use it to keep guns out of the hands of 
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the poor, the criminal classes (in the existence of which 

they still believe), foreigners, and dissidents, while it 

appeals to the blue right because it provides them with 

another opportunity to portray and utilize the 

government as the guarantor of public safety, able to 

remedy social ills in a way that ordinary people simply 

can’t.  Safety is the predominant concern regardless of 

political allegiance, the quest for perfect safety and the 

underlying fear that prompts such a quest.  As 

Congressman Jared Polis of Colorado put it when 

discussing allegations of sexual assault on college 

campuses, 

 

It seems like we ought to provide more of a legal 

framework, then, that allows a reasonable 

likelihood standard or a preponderance of 

evidence standard. If there are 10 people who 

have been accused, and under a reasonable 

likelihood standard maybe one or two did it, it 

seems better to get rid of all 10 people. We’re not 

talking about depriving them of life or liberty, 

we’re talking about them being transferred to 

another university, for crying out loud.19 

 

Concern for the victims here overrides concern for the 

accused, regardless of the fact that accused and accuser 

both have equal legal standing and rights.  Note also the 

way in which Polis minimizes his disregard for due 

process by suggesting that it doesn’t matter, since 

expulsion from college is not subject to civil rights 

protections due to its triviality.  Preserving stability and 
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order within society is deemed to supersede the rights of 

individuals. 

Incidentally, the ATF’s approach to gun control 

through quiet regulation is very similar to the 

Department of Education’s attempt to reduce the number 

of campus sexual assaults by stopping sex.  The 

Department can’t ban sex outright, of course--that would 

violate the constitutional protections upheld in Lawrence 

v. Texas--but it can surround collegiate sex with enough 

requirements, qualifications, and ambiguity for nearly 

any action to be interpreted as sexual assault.20  By 

raising the risks associated with sex, the state hopes to 

deter teenagers from engaging in sex.  Stop sex, and you 

stop sexual assault.  Remove guns, and you prevent 

murder and accident.  And if you can’t remove 

something altogether, make it as inaccessible as possible.  

The logic is the same in both cases. 

The most numerically significant of the exclusions 

in the background check system is created by the 

question on Form 4473 that asks the customer about 

marijuana usage.  Question 11.e. is carefully phrased, 

inquiring, ‚Are you an unlawful user of, or addicted to, 

marijuana?‛  The form was updated at the end of 2016 

specifically to reassert that cannabis usage in states 

where such use is legal still disqualifies the applicant 

from purchasing a firearm.21  Although the question is 

stated in the present tense, neither the form nor its 

instructions specify whether current usage is 

differentiated from past usage, leaving the subject open 

to federal interpretation.  Since 13 percent of American 

adults use marijuana on a regular basis,22 and 52 percent 
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have used it at some point during their lives,23 every one 

of them could be disqualified by this restriction.  The 

marijuana exclusion leaves the private market as the only 

legal way for anywhere from 30 million to 119 million 

people24 to purchase firearms.  A universal background 

check system put in place without removing the cannabis 

provision would expose them to felony prosecution 

regardless of whether they attempted to comply with the 

law or to evade it.  Given the scope of marijuana usage in 

the United States, conflicts between the law and reality 

are inevitable.  In Hawaii, which requires a state permit 

for gun purchases but will refuse this permit to those 

who are enrolled in the state’s own medical marijuana 

program, 12.8 percent of denials are due to cannabis 

usage, the highest rate for any of the criteria after mental 

health issues.25 

The most common proposal for expanding 

background checks, apart from making them required for 

all firearms purchases, is to add the contents of 

government watchlists to the NICS system.  In theory, 

this would prevent those suspected of terrorist activities 

from acquiring guns.  It is unclear how many federal 

watchlists presently exist; from available information, the 

largest appears to be the Terrorist Identities Datamart 

Environment, which contains the less highly classified 

Terrorist Screening Database.  Lower still in the hierarchy 

come the No-Fly-List and the TSA Selectee List.  

According to Sen. Dianne Feinstein in 2016, these lists 

contained fewer than 7,700 Americans,26 while data from 

the Congressional Research Office puts the number at 

40,000 Americans out of 1.1 million names total.27  
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However, in 2013 alone, the US government added 

463,834 people to these databases, suggesting that if the 

proportion holds, roughly 17,000 Americans are being 

added to the watchlists annually.28  Guidance issued in 

2013 allows any federal agency to place an individual on 

one of these lists.  ‚Irrefutable evidence or concrete facts 

are not necessary‛ to justify inclusion, only ‚reasonable 

suspicion,‛ which can include single sources, anonymous 

sources, postings on social media, a familial or personal 

relationship with someone already on the list, or a 

connection with an organization already on the list.29  By 

no stretch of the imagination does the suspicion of a 

federal agent meet traditional standards for due process 

of law.  Moreover, appeals against inclusion on one of 

these lists are handled by the National Counterterrorism 

Center, which is normally tasked with assisting federal 

forces with the suppression of terrorism, thereby making 

the NCTC its own guardian, as if a prosecutor were 

asked to investigate himself for misconduct.  Federal law 

requires that a judge ‚shall disqualify himself in any 

proceeding in which his impartiality might reasonably be 

questioned‛;30 if the NCTC is acting as a judge, it should 

be bound by the same requirements.  In addition, the 

Sixth Amendment establishes the right to a public trial by 

an impartial jury during which the accused may be 

confronted with his accusers.  The NCTC and its 

associated intelligence agencies are notorious for 

conducting their proceedings in secrecy and refusing to 

disclose those responsible for adding names to the 

watchlists.31  Regardless of whether barring watchlisted 

individuals from purchasing guns might prevent crimes, 
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without any indictment, trial, evidence, conviction, 

appeal, or even notification having occurred, inclusion on 

a government watchlist does not qualify as due process 

of law under the Fifth and Sixth Amendments. 

Another popular suggestion for expansion of the 

NICS database is to increase the number of age-based 

exclusions.  The New York Times has called for banning 

firearms purchases by anyone under age 21, which, as 

federal law currently specifies a minimum age of 18 for 

most transactions, would disqualify an additional six 

million adults.32  Similarly, the Law Center to Prevent 

Gun Violence proposed the withdrawal of gun rights 

from those arrested as juveniles on the grounds that they 

are more likely to commit violent crimes as adults.33  

Given that more than 921,000 individuals under 18 are 

arrested annually,34 that one in six American teenagers or 

young adults has committed theft, and that most thieves 

are under the age of 24,35 this is an especially sweeping 

use of the post hoc fallacy.  At the other end of the age 

spectrum, the Social Security Administration adopted a 

rule change in 2016, and will now report to the ATF all 

beneficiaries who have been deemed unable to manage 

their own affairs ‚if such adjudication is based on 

marked subnormal intelligence or mental illness, 

incompetency, condition, or disease.‛36  Sixty-five million 

Americans, approximately a fifth of the population, 

receive benefits from the SSA, and eighty percent of these 

are over age 62,37 making this restriction one which 

intentionally weighs disproportionately on the elderly.  

The wording also indicates that the SSA will now 

determine competency--and thereby eligibility to own 
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firearms--based on physical health as well as mental 

health, paralleling a suggestion made by the New England 

Journal of Medicine.  ‚Reasonable physicians,‛ the authors 

of the NEJM article opined, ‚might disagree about 

whether patients with Parkinson's disease, prior strokes, 

atrial fibrillation, seizures, or chronic pain are physically 

competent to use a weapon safely.‛38  Introducing 

physical fitness as a criterion that must be satisfied in 

order to enjoy civil rights is a new departure, as is the 

inclusion of ‚subnormal intelligence‛ as a separate 

determining factor.  The new rules further set a general 

precedent that financial incapacity or mismanagement is 

a permissible reason to deny someone the right to buy a 

gun.  Again, this determination may be made by the SSA 

at any time and the ATF informed of it without the 

individual whom it affects having any chance to appeal 

his sentence until it has already been carried out.  There 

is no due process in an administrative decision. 

Advocates of a universal background check 

system promote it on the grounds that it will make 

society safer by reducing the availability of guns to the 

malicious and the incompetent alike.  It is arguable 

whether a society with a low death rate is objectively 

safer, or even more desirable, than a society in which due 

process has not been compromised for the sake of 

convenience.  However, if the form of the background 

check system is supposed to follow its function, then that 

form suggests its purpose is twofold.  First, it represents 

a means by which the distribution of firearms can 

potentially be checked before they reach the sales floor, 

without major political outcry and in such a way as to 
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increase revenue for both the government and large 

businesses.  Second, since the ATF already has numerous 

exclusions in place, further expanding these and making 

them applicable to private as well as commercial 

transactions would mark an effort, as in New York City 

past and present, to narrow the definition of an eligible 

gun buyer to a privileged few.  The long-term intent is 

not to ensure that weapons are bought by responsible 

owners, but to eliminate most weapons altogether by 

making them difficult or impossible to replace as they 

wear out. 

By casting gun control as an issue of public safety 

and thus as a national security issue, background check 

campaigners have successfully grounded the discussion 

over who shall be allowed to buy guns on a foundation 

that excludes due process and American legal tradition.  

‚The law holds it better that ten guilty persons escape, 

than that one innocent party suffer,‛39 Sir William 

Blackstone wrote in his influential Commentaries; 

Benjamin Franklin disagreed with him somewhat, setting 

a higher standard of ‚100 guilty Persons.‛40  Instead, 

modern Americans have taken Cicero’s epigram ‚Silent 

are the laws during war‛ and transformed it from a 

description of circumstances into a prescription for 

action, particularly where firearms laws are concerned. 

By 2040, even if the background check system is 

not further expanded, between 21 and 62 percent of 

American adults will no longer be eligible to purchase 

firearms.41  If it is expanded to include watchlists, a 

higher minimum age, and the medical conditions 

suggested by the NEJM (other than chronic pain), from 37 
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to 79 percent will be excluded.  Under these 

circumstances, when the president of the United States 

tells an audience, ‚What we’re proposing is not radical, 

it’s not taking away anyone’s gun rights,‛42 it seems 

perhaps a trifle disingenuous. 
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The Right to Alarms 
 

 

The National Rifle Association is likely the most 

vilified lobbying organization in the United States.  

Founded in 1871 to promote marksmanship skills in 

response to poor militia performance during the Civil 

War, by 2015 the NRA claimed five million members, or 

no more than seven percent of American gun owners,1 

and had altered its stated mission to an explicitly political 

one: ‚To protect and defend the Constitution of the 

United States, especially with reference to the inalienable 

right of the individual American citizen guaranteed by 

such Constitution to acquire, possess, collect, exhibit, 

transport, carry, transfer ownership of, and enjoy the 

right to use arms.‛2  In practical terms, this mission 

manifests itself as an ambiguous series of efforts by the 

NRA to prevent some forms of gun regulation while 

advocating others, although popular reporting focuses 

exclusively on the former, giving the organization a 

reputation as a single-issue, pro-gun group. 

The NRA’s modern preoccupation with 

organizing resistance to gun control emerged following 

an abrupt leadership change in 1977, later known as the 

Cincinnati Revolt.3  The association’s new leaders cast 

gun ownership as not only essential to preventing crime, 
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but also to preventing federal overreach by making 

armed rebellion possible should the national government 

become tyrannical.  Future NRA general counsel Robert 

Dowlut wrote in the Oklahoma Law Review in 1983 that the 

purpose of the Second Amendment was ‚to deter 

governmental oppression.‛4  While this position does not 

appear in official NRA policy documents, it was 

confirmed by NRA president Wayne LaPierre during a 

Senate Judiciary Committee hearing in 2012.  At the same 

hearing, Senator Dick Durbin of Illinois quoted an NRA 

member as having said to him, ‚We need the firepower 

and the ability to protect ourselves from our government-

-from our government, from the police--if they knock on 

our doors and we need to fight back.‛5  Republican 

presidential candidate Marco Rubio, who received $3.3 

million in campaign contributions from the NRA,6 

echoed this view when he claimed that the Iranian 

government’s 2009 crackdown on political protesters 

would have been deterred by widespread gun ownership 

in Iran.7  Rubio’s words fell well within the NRA 

tradition of attributing the historical atrocities committed 

by leaders such as Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Pol Pot, 

and Saddam Hussein to the lack of an armed citizenry in 

the nations over which those leaders presided.8  For the 

association and its members, the conceptual link between 

guns and freedom is obvious and undeniable.  Ninety-

two percent of NRA members consider gun ownership 

‚essential to their personal freedom.‛9 

The NRA’s transformation has turned it into a 

stereotype for its opponents on the blue right, a symbol 

of ultimate evil, of the viciousness of capitalism, and of 
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choosing selfishness over communitarian ideals.  

Criticism from anti-gun activists aside, however, there is 

ample reason for gun lovers to dislike the NRA as well.  

If the availability and free use of firearms is considered 

an objective good, and defense of firearms rights is 

considered part of a defense of individual rights, then the 

NRA fails to pursue either objective with sufficient 

fervor, or in a logically convincing manner. 

In particular, NRA leaders and spokesmen are 

known for their hyperbole and emotion, beginning with 

Harlon Carter, a former border control agent who 

became the association’s president after the Cincinnati 

Revolt.  He notably dismissed murders by gun-owning 

felons or the insane as ‚the price we pay for freedom.‛10  

At the 2000 NRA convention, Charlton Heston similarly 

described advocates of gun control as ‚the divisive forces 

that would take freedom away‛ and became iconic 

within the gun rights community by declaring that the 

government could only take his guns ‚from my cold, 

dead hands!‛11  NRA executive director Chris Cox tended 

to be even more vehement and colorful than his 

predecessors.  After the 2016 Orlando shooting, he 

declared, ‚We have a God-given right to defend 

ourselves, and firearms are an effective means of doing 

just that<.The politicians who want to divert attention 

away from the underlying problems that suggest that 

we’re somehow to blame will pay a price for it.‛12 

No NRA leader or ally, however, has been as 

quotable as the association’s longtime vice president, 

Wayne LaPierre.  An outspoken pessimist, LaPierre 

wrote in 2013, ‚We, the American people, clearly see the 
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daunting forces we will undoubtedly face: terrorists, 

crime, drug gangs, the possibility of Euro-style debt riots, 

civil unrest or natural disaster.‛  In the same piece, 

LaPierre openly contradicted the NRA’s core policy of 

opposition to the state--as well as his Congressional 

testimony of the previous year: ‚Gun owners are not 

buying firearms because they anticipate a confrontation 

with the government. Rather, we anticipate 

confrontations where the government isn’t there--or 

simply doesn’t show up in time.‛13  Perhaps LaPierre’s 

confusion arises from his conflation of the government 

with gun owners, as evidenced in his statement that ‚the 

guys with the guns make the rules,‛14 a surprising 

paraphrase of Mao Tse-tung, especially coming from a 

noted critic of communism.  One of LaPierre’s most florid 

comments--his reference to ATF agents as ‚jackbooted 

government thugs‛--must be allowed to partially stand, 

as historically the Thugs were a religious cult who 

worshiped a goddess of destruction through acts of 

violence,15 and that is a fair description of any armed 

agent of a nation-state.  ‚Government‛, however, is 

redundant in the context, and ‚jackbooted‛ literally 

inaccurate.  As a rule, the keynote of all LaPierre’s 

statements is fear of armed outsiders, regardless of 

whom those outsiders might be, and a sense that only 

weapons, not cunning or knowledge, can prevent 

darkness from falling over God’s own country. 

For men who insist that only a good guy with a 

gun can stop crime, the NRA’s leaders have been 

involved in criminal cases themselves to a remarkable 

degree.  Harlon Carter was convicted of murder at the 



46 

 

age of seventeen after having sought out and shot 

another teenager he believed to have stolen his family’s 

car.16  NRA lawyer Robert Dowlut was convicted of 

murder at nineteen, and served six years of a life 

sentence before his conviction was thrown out on 

procedural grounds.17  The son of association president 

David Keene was sentenced to ten years in prison for 

shooting at another motorist while driving.18  Oliver 

North, appointed the association’s president in 2018, 

achieved worldwide fame after being convicted of 

contempt of Congress for lying about his role in the Iran-

Contra arms smuggling deals.  The cumulative effect of 

these incidents is to suggest that NRA leaders are 

influenced to some extent in their policy choices and 

advocacy by their personal enjoyment of violence and an 

environment that encourages it. 

Is it relevant to the NRA’s mission that its leaders 

often present themselves as insensitive, fearful, violent, 

and inconsistent?  Yes, because the credibility of its 

leaders affects how that mission is executed.  By 

employing vehement rhetoricians as spokesmen, the 

NRA offends both gun lovers and gun haters, and makes 

the task it has set for itself more difficult. 

The NRA’s uneven, dogmatic leadership makes 

for poor crisis response across the organization as a 

whole.  After each mass shooting, it trots out a ‚well-

practiced catechism<.*that+ lays the blame for gun 

violence on criminals and the producers of Hollywood 

movies and video games and the failures of the mental 

health system.‛19  This places the NRA in a rather 

invidious position.  On the one hand, it tacitly 
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encourages the idea of an armed uprising against the 

government, and on the other, it argues for an expansion 

of government law enforcement powers in order to 

prevent guns from getting into the wrong hands.  

Furthermore, these counter-arguments are predictable 

and weak.  There are plenty of stronger arguments upon 

which the NRA could draw to make a case that the 

availability of guns is not the primary cause of gun 

violence.  It could place the blame on population growth 

and urbanization, for example.  Or it could criticize 

federal prohibitions on cannabis,20 psychedelics, and 

entheogens,21 all substances that reduce violent 

tendencies at the individual level without requiring state 

intervention to manage crime.  Or it could attribute 

violence to Americans’ decreased serotonin levels, 

themselves a product of the United States’s geographical 

location and sedentary indoor culture.22  Other potential 

targets of opportunity for the association include wealth 

inequality,23 lack of sexual activity,24 and militarism25 

within American society, all of which tend to make a 

culture and its members more violent.  The NRA’s 

spokesmen choose to ignore every one of these potential 

rebuttals.  Instead of calling for more personal and 

economic freedom in order to reduce violence--and mass 

shootings--they demand more government control and 

the suppression of free speech,26 which are odd positions 

for an ostensibly pro-freedom organization. 

Similarly, the NRA does not understand the 

Second Amendment it claims to be defending.  In 2008, it 

filed an amicus brief in the Supreme Court case District of 

Columbia v. Heller, arguing that ‚in adopting the Second 
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Amendment, the Framers guaranteed an individual right 

to keep and bear arms for private purposes, not a 

collective right to keep and bear arms only in connection 

with state militia service.‛27  The NRA has consistently 

argued in recent decades that the possession of firearms 

is an individual right, in spite of the manner in which the 

text of the Second Amendment and its subsequent 

enabling legislation explicitly linked the possession of 

arms to militia service.28  It has failed to comment on the 

definition of the militia established by the Militia Act of 

1903, which specifies that the majority of the adult US 

population comprises the militia and that most 

Americans are therefore entitled to own guns 

automatically, even under a non-individualist reading of 

the Second Amendment.  Nor has the association 

addressed the inherent contradiction involved in the 

United States’s maintenance of both a large standing 

army and a militia, two institutions that the Framers 

stated were incompatible.  Instead, the NRA offers free 

memberships to active duty military personnel29 and 

supports political candidates who call for more powerful 

armed forces, including Lindsey Graham30 and John 

McCain31 (of ‚Bomb, bomb Iran‛ fame).  Simultaneously 

its spokesmen praise the paramilitary as representing 

‚everything we’ve always known to be good and right 

and true.‛32  As NRA members are regularly encouraged 

to stockpile arms in order to resist military and 

paramilitary troops who may oppress them, this 

contradiction lends a certain ambiguity to its policies. 

The NRA’s inconsistencies may be due in part to 

poor leadership, but are also the outcome of a calculated 
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effort to inflame tensions between gun owners and gun 

control advocates, and between citizens and the state, for 

the purpose of increasing public fear and thereby the 

number of firearms sold.  In doing so, it follows in the 

footsteps of the dean of the American gun industry, 

Samuel Colt, who famously armed both Russia and 

Turkey during the Crimean War and sold guns to the 

Union and Confederacy alike ‚right up to the firing on 

Fort Sumter.‛33  If the NRA seems surprisingly anti-gun 

at times, its behavior can be ascribed to its desire for 

economic, rather than political, gain for both itself and its 

allies. 

While the NRA officially claims that it does not 

represent the firearms industry, it nonetheless receives 

substantial financial benefits from cooperating with gun 

manufacturers.  Between 2005 and 2013, the association 

accepted between $20 million and $50 million in 

donations from major gun companies, as well as another 

$20 million annually in advertising revenue from these 

same firms.34  In return, the NRA works to stir up fears of 

gun regulation and confiscation each time a mass 

shooting makes the national news.  The results are 

predictable: ‚The public calls for gun control, the media 

covers it, and gun enthusiasts--worried that they won’t 

be able to buy guns anymore--stock up on more guns.‛35  

Such buying hysteria has proved to be immensely 

profitable for manufacturers.  According to the National 

Shooting Sports Federation, the economic impact of the 

firearms industry increased from $19.1 billion in 2008 to 

$51.3 billion in 2016.36  Ruger, the company that benefited 

the most from this trend, saw its sales grow by 415 
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percent between 2006 and 2016.37  2016 was also the year 

in which Ruger donated $4 million directly to the NRA, 

offered to match private donations up to an additional $5 

million, and spent $3 million on campaign advertising in 

coordination with the NRA.38 

Oddly, the growth of the firearms industry and 

the NRA’s desperation to get more guns into circulation 

have driven gun prices up.  Now, in economics, a price 

increase is most often the result of supply failing to keep 

pace with demand.  However, this is not the case with 

the firearms industry.  In 2000, it produced about five 

million guns for the American market.  In 2013, it 

produced a record sixteen million.  Total production for 

the years 2000 to 2015 was in excess of 111 million 

firearms.39  Meanwhile, forty-two percent of Americans 

reported having a gun in the home in 2000; forty-one 

percent did so in 2015.40  According to Census Bureau 

figures, the US population was 281 million in 2000 and 

316 million at the end of 2015, which works out to just 

over eleven and a half million new gun owners during 

that period.  Eleven million customers to absorb an influx 

of over a hundred million firearms.  Not only is there no 

shortage of supply to meet the demands of the market 

even while the proportion of American gun owners 

remains steady, the supply is so plentiful that an 

observer would expect prices to have fallen drastically 

since the beginning of the century.  Instead, prices have 

risen. 

To get a sense of just how dramatically firearms 

prices have increased, consider a few of the major 

products from Ruger, Remington, and Smith & Wesson, 
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the three largest firearms manufacturers in the United 

States, collectively responsible for over a third of national 

production.  Ruger’s Mini-30 had an MSRP of $809 in 

2006; at the end of 2016, that same rifle started at $1,069.  

The Remington Model 870 shotgun was listed at $299 in 

2006, and the popular Model 700 rifle at $500.  Ten years 

later, the cheapest model of each listed for $417 and $695.  

Smith & Wesson’s Model 10, the most popular revolver 

of the twentieth century, was then priced at $739, up 

from $572.41  These prices demonstrate an increase of 

between 29 and 39 percent during the decade in question.  

For purposes of comparison, cumulative inflation from 

2006 to 2016 was just under 19%.42   

This increase in prices has had the effect of 

making guns less affordable for, and thus unavailable to, 

those members of American society who need them most 

urgently: members of minority groups.  This not only 

includes ethnic minorities, but any grouping of 

individuals who, because of their associations or 

opinions, find themselves outside the mainstream on any 

issue.  The majority, because it is the majority, can 

enforce its will at the ballot box.  Minorities do not have 

that luxury.  In order for them to resist repression, it 

helps if they at least possess tools with which they can 

deter physical attacks by the majority.  This principle is 

well documented in American history and law.  ‚The use 

of firearms for self-defense was often the only way black 

citizens could protect themselves from mob violence,‛ 

Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas recognized in 

McDonald v. City of Chicago.43 
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During the twenty-first century, minority 

communities in the United States have become 

increasingly aware of the importance of weapons to their 

safety.  After a shooting at a gay nightclub in Florida in 

June 2016, gun dealers across the state reported sales 

doubling and attributed the increase to gay and lesbian 

customers seeking protection.44  Later that year, following 

the November presidential election, gun sales to black 

and minority customers quadrupled in response to the 

victory of a candidate expected to be hostile to their 

interests.45  Ironically, given its well-publicized hostility 

to both homosexuals and ethnic minorities, the best thing 

the red right has ever done for them has been to fight gun 

control.  By deliberately increasing the cost of guns, the 

NRA defies even the mainstream American conservative 

movement, making itself into a truly self-centered outlier.  

Perhaps this behavior is not directly at odds with the 

group’s political mission, but it certainly contradicts the 

NRA’s explicit claim that more guns, and more gun 

owners, mean more freedom. 

The NRA’s fetish for guns does not extend to all 

weapons, or even to all firearms, in spite of the general 

term ‚arms‛ that appears in the Second Amendment.  

While admitting that other alternatives for personal 

protection exist, the association is ambivalent about them 

at best.  An article on knife use in the NRA magazine 

Shooting Illustrated noted that ‚a knife doesn’t work like a 

lucky rabbit’s foot to ward off all evil,‛ before expressing 

that the primary purpose of a knife in a defensive 

situation is to intimidate rather than to be used against an 

assailant.46  NRA training seminars mention the use of 
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pepper spray for self-defense, but the association’s main 

interest in it seems to be related to the marketing of its 

own house brand of pepper spray.  As for unarmed 

combat, the NRA advises that it ‚might not be the best 

idea‛ even when confronted by someone who is also 

unarmed.47 

Not only does the NRA discriminate in favor of 

firearms over other weapons, which is perhaps 

understandable given its objectives, it also discriminates 

among them.  A search of the NRA’s official blog at the 

beginning of 2018 returned 71 results for the search term 

‚revolver‛ as opposed to 269 for ‚pistol,‛ while 

‚shotgun‛ produced 119 results, compared to 416 for 

‚rifle.‛  The association’s emphasis in discussion and 

education is clearly on modern rather than traditional 

designs, a slant that becomes increasingly evident 

through more specific search queries.  The Winchester 

Model 1873, the Winchester Model 1894, and the Colt 

Single Action Army, the guns that ‚won the west,‛48 

received a total of eleven mentions.  The bolt-action 

Springfield M1903 of World War I secured only four 

mentions, while the M1 Garand of World War II had 

twenty-three.  The famous Thompson submachine gun 

garnered ten references, the Army-issued Colt M1911 

received two mentions, and the Smith & Wesson Model 

10, the standard for both police use and personal defense 

throughout the twentieth century, was referenced once.  

Searching for the more recent AR-15 and M16 designs 

turned up 57 and 16 results, respectively. 

Since the expiration of the Federal Assault 

Weapons Ban in 2004, the NRA has heavily promoted the 
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sale and use of the AR-15 rifle, which it has branded ‚the 

musket of its era.‛49  Originally disdained by the NRA’s 

traditional membership of hunters, a 1981 issue of Guns 

& Ammo described AR-15 rifles as ‚remnants from an 

erector set‛ and opined that its purchasers ‚are merely 

fantasizing ‘war games’ and are playing ‘soldier.’‛  Colt, 

which manufactured the design for the US armed forces, 

sold only 36,000 AR-15s on the civilian market in 1990.50  

Total domestic sales of AR-type rifles between 1990 and 

2012 were 5 million;51 1.1 million of those were sold in 

2012 alone.52  By the end of 2017, more than 15 million 

AR-15 rifles were in circulation, with the type accounting 

for 61 percent of all civilian rifle sales during the 

previous year53 and $1.4 billion in profits for 

manufacturers.54  The sales upturn is largely attributable 

to the NRA’s intensive promotion of the rifle, and to the 

association’s fostering public fear that it will shortly be 

banned.  In spite of the increasing demand for such 

weapons, the NRA’s advocacy of the AR-15 has 

sometimes resulted in a firearms marketplace glutted 

with the rifles due to overproduction by its collaborators 

in industry.55  Nevertheless, the association has turned 

even this to account, arguing in a challenge to 

Maryland’s assault weapons ban that ‚firearms in 

common use by definition cannot be considered 

dangerous and unusual.‛56 

So passionately is the NRA committed to 

promoting its favorite types of firearms that it has been 

known to attack politicians who make pro-gun 

statements diverging from its institutional preferences.  

Back in 2013, Vice President Joe Biden advised 
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homeowners, ‚If you want to protect yourself, get a 

double-barrel shotgun<.You don’t need an AR-15.  It’s 

harder to aim; it’s harder to use.‛  Rather than spinning 

Biden’s words as an endorsement of personal gun 

ownership, the NRA chose to call his suggestion ‚illegal‛ 

and to claim that having to reload a shotgun holding 

only two rounds would impose an undue burden on 

someone using it for personal protection.57  Ironically, a 

subsequent issue of American Rifleman, the NRA’s official 

organ, would echo Biden’s reservations about the AR-

15’s suitability for self-defense.58  Twenty years earlier, 

the NRA had similarly criticized President Bill Clinton 

for continuing to enjoy recreational hunting after signing 

an assault weapons ban, informing him in a full-page ad, 

‚Mr. President, the Second Amendment is not about 

duck hunting.‛59  It appears to be a case of ‚all guns are 

equal, but some are more equal than others.‛ 

In light of the NRA’s argument that citizens must 

possess military rifles in order to defend themselves 

against the government, it is worth noting that the AR-15 

was designed for close-range combat between massed 

infantry, in accordance with US Army research 

conducted after World War II.60  As such, it is unsuited to 

guerrilla warfare against a state-sponsored professional 

army, which typically calls for a preponderance of long-

range arms with a low rate of fire.61  Furthermore, by 

encouraging civilians to buy vast numbers of guns 

chambered in a single military caliber, the NRA creates a 

potential future where civilian ammunition stockpiles 

could be seized and used by federal troops in the event of 

a rebellion.  During the 1950s, the Soviet Union adopted 



56 

 

the 9x18 Makarov pistol cartridge in order to avoid 

precisely this scenario of ammunition reuse by enemy 

forces should a NATO invasion occur.62  One would 

think that the firearms enthusiasts among the NRA’s 

members would be aware of these tactical points, yet in 

this respect, the association has adopted a policy directly 

opposed to the spirit of its mission. 

The inconsistencies in the NRA’s anti-government 

rhetoric arise from the association’s fundamentally statist 

viewpoint.  Beyond its appeals for regulation of speech 

and expanded law enforcement, its history reveals that it 

has always been on the side of the same government that 

its modern-day adherents claim to loathe and fear.  Over 

the past forty years, the NRA has made a name for itself 

by its opposition to gun control, but gun owners should 

bear in mind that the association supported gun control 

for most of its existence, and that it cannot be trusted to 

refrain from switching sides again. 

The NRA was a prominent critic of New York’s 

1911 Sullivan Act, the first major American gun control 

law, and went to great lengths to document the act’s 

uneven application.63  By 1934, however, it had reconciled 

itself to handgun licensing.  NRA president Karl 

Frederick, testifying before Congress prior to the passage 

of the National Firearms Act, stated, ‚I have never 

believed in the general practice of carrying weapons.  I 

seldom carry one<.I do not believe in the general 

promiscuous toting of guns.  I think it should be sharply 

restricted and only under licenses.‛64  When the Black 

Panthers marched on the California State Capitol in 1967 

to protest the Mulford Act, which would have prohibited 
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the carrying of loaded weapons in public, the NRA 

expressed its support for the Act instead of standing by 

the protesters and their individual gun rights.65  The 

association lobbied to prevent the creation of a national 

gun registry by the Gun Control Act of 1968, but 

acquiesced in the legislation’s other provisions, including 

a minimum age for gun purchasers, a ban on purchases 

by drug users and the mentally ill, and a ban on shipping 

firearms through the mail.  ‚The measure as a whole 

appears to be one that the sportsmen of America can live 

with,‛ NRA president Franklin Orth stated.66  Shortly 

thereafter, NRA vice president General Maxwell Rich 

testified to Congress that a variety of cheap handguns 

known as ‚Saturday night specials‛ should be banned, 

on the grounds that ‚they have no sporting purpose, they 

are frequently poorly made, and they do not represent 

value received to any purchaser.‛67  Not until an NRA 

member suspected of stockpiling firearms was shot 

during a raid on his home by federal agents in 1971 did 

the organization begin to reverse its position on gun 

control, culminating in the Cincinnati Revolt six years 

later.68  Given the NRA’s track record, it is not difficult to 

believe the association might change course again, 

especially once the national security argument in favor of 

gun control becomes more prominent. 

That the NRA was intended to be a statist, pro-

government organization has never been in question.  

The association was set up to help provide training for 

militia members who might be called up for military 

service, and in 1920, NRA advertising declared that the 

group was ‚a United States government organization.‛69  



58 

 

This claim was, in a sense, correct.  When the National 

Defense Act of 1916 created the Civilian Marksmanship 

Program, allowing civilians to buy surplus military arms 

in order to improve the standard of militia 

marksmanship through practice, participants were 

required to be NRA members in order to purchase rifles.  

The NRA membership requirement remained in force 

until 1979.70  While it stood, it made the NRA into what is 

referred to in Commonwealth nations as a ‚quango,‛ a 

quasi-autonomous non-governmental organization: ‚a 

body fulfilling a public function and spending public 

money, but with some independence from directly 

elected politicians.‛71  (An alternative definition of 

quango offered by a British journalist when describing 

the House of Lords, ‚Quaintly Archaic Near-

Gerontocratic Organisation,‛72 would seem to apply 

equally well to the NRA.)  Again, for an institution to 

praise freedom and small government in principle while 

simultaneously disposing of public money without being 

accountable to the public seems somewhat contradictory. 

The NRA continues to think of itself as an arm of 

the federal government, as it made clear in a 2017 video 

released by NRA spokeswoman Dana Loesch, in which 

she called upon NRA members to join forces with the 

paramilitary in suppressing political protesters using 

‚the clenched fist of truth.‛73  Indeed, cross-pollination 

between the US government and the NRA leadership is 

extensive.  Out of seventy-six members of the NRA’s 

board of directors in March 2018, twenty-six were former 

lawmakers or government officials, twenty-one were 

retired military, and sixteen were retired paramilitary.74  
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On the other side of the equation, three hundred and 

seven members of the 115th Congress received funds 

totalling more than $13 million from the NRA over the 

course of their careers.75  While the NRA’s exclusive 

arrangement with the CMP ceased in 1979, certain states, 

such as Connecticut,76 still allow only NRA-certified 

firearms instructors--and not other privately-certified 

firearms instructors--to provide the required training for 

state gun permits.  The effects of the NRA’s pull in 

government continue to extend beyond lobbying into 

using legislation to secure financial and legal benefits for 

their members. 

The degree to which the NRA defers to state 

authority (and sees paramilitary members as superior to 

and more worthy of its advocacy than civilian gun 

owners) was exemplified by its response to two shooting 

incidents that took place during 2016.  On July 6, 

Minnesota resident Philando Castile, who held a 

Minnesota concealed carry permit, was pulled over by a 

paramilitary officer while driving.  When he informed 

the trooper that he was legally carrying a gun, the 

trooper shot and killed him.  The NRA expressed no 

outrage over legal gun ownership being used as an 

excuse for execution without due process, or the 

dangerous precedent that such executions could set.  

Instead, its spokeswoman implied that Castile’s death 

was justified since the officer who killed him claimed to 

have smelled marijuana on his person.77  The following 

day, five Dallas paramilitary troopers were shot while 

monitoring demonstrators who were protesting Castile’s 

shooting.  LaPierre immediately described the deceased 
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officers as ‚heroic‛ and stated that the NRA felt ‚deep 

anguish‛ at their deaths.78  At no point did any NRA 

representative address the contradiction of the 

association sorrowing for the deaths of those whom it 

quietly prepares its members to kill if necessary.79 

NRA board member Grover Norquist notoriously 

declared, ‚I’m not in favor of abolishing the government.  

I just want to shrink it down to the size where we can 

drown it in the bathtub.‛80  Given that small government 

is a traditional talking point of the red right, and that 

seventy-seven percent of NRA members identify as 

Republican,81 it is safe to suggest that most NRA 

members and leaders share this philosophy, at least 

nominally.  It is not a philosophy, however, that is 

compatible with a reverence for the use of physical force 

by the state, particularly when paramilitary brutality has 

a chilling effect on freedom of speech and is used to 

enforce respect for the state.  A similar inconsistency 

arises with regard to the NRA’s repeated demands for 

schools to arm teachers or hire guards.  In an era when 

seven percent of all elementary and high school students 

are on behavioral medication,82 and when paramilitaries 

arrest at least 70,000 children a year for such offenses as 

rolling their eyes at teachers or refusing to surrender 

their phones,83 the NRA has called for armed guards in 

‚every single school.‛84  The association has not 

suggested how those guards might protect students 

without concurrently intimidating them or instilling in 

them an attitude of obedience to authority, or how 

freedom of thought and critical inquiry might flourish in 

such an environment. 
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If form follows function, then judging by its form, 

the NRA has little interest in simply putting more guns 

into circulation, contrary to the charges often made 

against it by the blue right.  Rather, its intent seems to be 

to ensure that only ‚good guys‛ have guns, and the right 

guns at that.  But how does the NRA define a ‚good 

guy‛?  Ethnically white85 and American-born86 are often 

cited as informal requirements; ‚gun rights are human 

rights,‛87 members of the red right are likely to declare, 

but foreigners are not considered human and therefore 

have no such rights.  Many of the unspoken criteria are 

more subtle than that, though.  A good guy with a gun 

should be wealthy enough to afford that gun, no matter 

how high manufacturers raise their prices, but not too 

wealthy, lest he pass into the category of ‚business elites‛ 

who conspire to strip ordinary Americans of their gun 

rights.  He should likewise be uneducated, so as to 

escape the stigma of being part of the ‚academic elites.‛88  

He should be submissive to authority and ready to use 

his gun in defense of the government in addition to 

defending his family and neighbors.  He should be 

prepared to carry his gun at all times.  He should fully 

support the armed forces while preparing to overthrow 

the government if it becomes too oppressive.  He should 

oppose the notion that paramilitary forces can stop 

crime,89 while at the same time insisting that schools and 

public buildings should be fully staffed with armed 

guards.  And he shouldn’t have just one gun, but many, 

most of which should be either AR-15 rifles or high-

capacity handguns.  He may hunt if he likes, but hunting 

should never be his primary reason for owning firearms.  
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He must believe that all the rights he enjoys as a human 

being emanate from a piece of metal he carries on his 

belt.  Above all, he should be a fearful man.  He should 

believe that his country is being overrun by criminals.  

He should be afraid to walk down the street unarmed.  

He should dread the future, otherwise he would not buy 

guns to prepare for it. 

Ultimately this attitude betrays that the NRA is 

playing a game with both its members and the general 

public.  If the association was genuinely committed to 

firearms freedom, it would take the simple stance that the 

right to own a gun is absolute and cannot be modified by 

the state.  It would not have to indulge in rhetoric, or 

spending $30 million on a presidential campaign,90 or 

lobbying, or training and outreach, or collusion with 

industry.  Assertion and defense of the principle would 

be sufficient to its ends.  Either the state has the right to 

regulate firearms in the public interest, or it does not.  

Instead of choosing either side of this dichotomy, the 

NRA flirts with politicians and industrialists, supporting 

some regulations while opposing others and changing its 

stance over time for its own profit.  In this way it is far 

closer to its opponents on the blue right than it realizes.  

Both sides place pragmatism, and the achievement of 

one’s goals, above adherence to a clearly-defined original 

philosophy.  The NRA, however, must carry the added 

burden of hypocrisy.  It pretends allegiance to principle 

in the form of the Second Amendment, but its practice 

does not conform to that principle, either according to its 

own interpretation of the principle, or according to the 

principle’s original terms.  Consequently, it has made 
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itself vulnerable to criticism on these grounds, which is a 

poor but telling reflection on an organization staffed with 

experts in self-defense. 

The NRA proudly advertises itself as the primary 

defender of America’s first freedom.  Its interpretation of 

freedom, however, does not seem to include freedom 

from authority or the state, freedom from fear, freedom 

from exploitation by the wealthy, or freedom from faulty 

logic.  By supporting authority and collaborating with a 

bourgeoisie against whom its leader rails in public, it is 

subverting freedom, not defending it.  By fomenting 

conflict in order to sell guns, it undermines the stable, 

orderly society its leaders claim to love.  By its 

inconsistencies and poor presentation, it damages the 

cause for which it claims to be fighting.  And by its 

promotion of a culture of fear, it undermines the concepts 

of self-reliance and self-defense alike.  The NRA, very 

simply, is not a pro-freedom organization because it does 

not pursue pro-freedom policies. 
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The Pistol and the American Imagination 
 

 

 ‚Why does the law permit these cowards’ tools to 

be made and sold?‛ the detective novelist R. Austin 

Freeman asked about handguns a century ago: 

 

A pistol is the one weapon that has no legitimate 

use.  An axe, a knife--even a rifle, has some lawful 

function.  But a pistol is an appliance for killing 

human beings.  It has no other purpose whatever.  

A man who is to be found with house-breaking 

tools in his possession is assumed to be a house-

breaker.  Surely a man who carries a pistol 

convicts himself of the intention to kill 

somebody.1 

 

Freeman, though a British writer, was expressing a view 

that was quite common on the other side of the Atlantic 

as well at the time.  The president of the National Rifle 

Association testified to Congress in 1934, ‚I do not 

believe in the general promiscuous toting of guns.  I 

think it should be sharply restricted and only under 

licenses.‛2  His testimony was delivered while the 

legislation that would become the National Firearms Act 

was under consideration, and the original text of the law 

would have subjected pistols and revolvers as well as 
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machine guns to federal registration and prohibitive 

taxation.3  The sponsor of New York’s Sullivan Act of 

1911, which prohibited concealed carry statewide and 

required all handgun owners and users to obtain police 

licenses, proudly cited John D. Rockefeller, Jr., Nathan 

Straus, and John Wanamaker among the bill’s many 

prominent supporters.4  While the Sullivan Act is often 

described as the nation’s first gun control law, it was 

preceded by a number of earlier, and, by twenty-first 

century standards, even more severe, anti-gun statutes in 

various parts of the country.  The legendary gunfight at 

the O.K. Corral took place when the Earp brothers, acting 

as town marshals, attempted to disarm a band of visiting 

cowboys in accordance with Tombstone city laws, which 

required visitors to turn over their weapons to law 

enforcement for the duration of their stay.5  Teddy 

Roosevelt, that most iconic of American sportsmen, noted 

with approval that the town in the Dakota Territory 

where his ranch was located also banned the carrying of 

weapons in public.6  Alabama passed handgun licensing 

legislation before New York did.7  As Freeman’s words 

made clear, the pistol, unlike rifles and shotguns, was 

seen as a specific threat to human life and the good order 

of society; as the legislation of the time shows, it was 

treated as such by Americans. 

A Gallup poll taken in 1959 showed that fully 

sixty percent of Americans believed that handgun 

ownership should be restricted to the police and those 

with police licenses.  By 1975, however, the proportion 

had fallen to forty-one percent, and remained close to 

that for the next quarter century, after which it continued 
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to decline to an all-time low of twenty-three percent in 

2016.8  Over the course of the twentieth century, the 

pistol, formerly reviled as the weapon of criminals and 

an inherent danger to public safety, was somehow 

reinterpreted as a tool that the vast majority of 

Americans could feel comfortable having in their homes. 

Beginning in 1792, US federal law required all 

males of military age to possess long arms and 

appropriate military accessories for them, and to train 

with them on a regular basis.  The Militia Act of 1903 

split each state militia into two separate forces: one that 

would be trained and controlled by the Department of 

the Army, and one that would remain under local control 

but was no longer required to be armed or trained.  As 

the militia tradition disappeared, and fewer Americans 

served in the armed forces--nine percent in 1945 versus 

one half of one percent in 20109--the association between 

the images of the armed citizen and the rifleman 

dissolved as well.  The rifle, as a symbol of the soldier, 

was no longer a definitive symbol of American identity, 

since the average American was no longer expected to be 

a soldier.  Furthermore, the armed forces draw a clear 

distinction between rifles and sidearms as the weapons of 

soldiers and officers, respectively.10  The rifle was and is 

the tool of the grunt; the pistol was and is the 

distinguishing mark of the man in authority, originally 

given to him in order that he might force his authority 

upon undisciplined troops.11  Formerly, the ornateness of 

a senior officer’s sidearm even suggested his rank and 

personality, as demonstrated by General Patton and his 

preference for ivory-handled over pearl-handled pistols;12 
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the US Army continues to manufacture a special high-

grade pistol, the M15, for the exclusive use of general 

officers.13  When American fascination and engagement 

with the military diminished in the aftermath of the 

Vietnam War, the American public’s deference to 

military opinion on which weapons were appropriate for 

common use vanished as well.  It could be argued that, in 

rejection of the submission to authority figures evinced 

by preceding generations, Americans deliberately armed 

themselves with pistols to demonstrate their freedom 

from and indifference to military traditions.  The 

widespread adoption of the pistol was, in a way, a subtle 

reassertion of the American constitutional principle of 

civilian control of the armed forces. 

The decline of the militia was accompanied, and 

to some extent enabled by, the decline of the rural 

population.  Ninety-five percent of the American 

population lived in rural areas in 1790, compared to sixty 

percent in 190014 and nineteen percent in 2010.15  Rural 

residents are twice as likely to own guns as urban 

residents, and nearly sixty percent have at least one gun 

in the household.  They are also seventy-four percent 

more likely to go hunting than are city dwellers.16  Urban 

populations have fewer guns and less experience with 

guns than rural ones, and, given the constraints of their 

physical environment, are more likely to buy concealable 

pistols for self-defense than hunting rifles for recreation.  

Nearly a quarter of all gun sales are to first-time buyers, 

more than half of whom live in urban areas,17 and who 

will consequently have incentives to purchase a handgun 

rather than a rifle.  Research by the National Shooting 
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Sports Foundation revealed that between sixty and 

seventy percent of first-time gun buyers who cited self-

defense as their primary concern intended to purchase a 

handgun rather than a long gun.18  A nation that was 

predominantly rural until a century ago is now 

overwhelmingly urban, and the gun preferences of its 

population have shifted in accordance with its changing 

demographics.  A rifle is more suited than a pistol to 

feeding one’s family or repelling an armed invasion; a 

pistol is more suited than a rifle to personal defense in 

close quarters.  For eight in ten Americans, the latter 

situation is more relevant to their own lives than the 

former. 

Rifle ownership among city dwellers also 

declined as a consequence of the disappearance of the 

shooting galleries once boasted by nearly all amusement 

parks and carnivals.  Considered one of the oldest 

American carnival attractions,19 shooting galleries were 

ubiquitous across the nation in the early years of the 

twentieth century; in 1919, the Chicago Recreation 

Commission reported that thirty-two galleries were 

operating within the city.20  Galleries initially used 

stationary targets such as bottles or crockery,21 but in 

1913, the first realistic shooting gallery was developed, 

offering patrons a choice of targets that included ‚lions, 

bears, ducks<.lizards, sea-gulls, otters, kangaroos, and 

wild tigers<.racing automobiles, armies of men, polo 

players, horses, yachts, and even men and women 

walking peacefully along, not in the least aware that they 

are to be shot at.‛22  The demand for sports shooting 

facilities and equipment was sufficiently high that 
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Winchester manufactured a dedicated ‚gallery‛ version 

of its Model 62 rifle in the .22 Short caliber, which it sold 

to carnivals by the crate.23 

 

It used to be that if you felt the sudden urge to 

shoot something but found yourself without a 

gun, all you had to do was hop a streetcar to the 

local amusement park, stroll over to the midway, 

and toss a coin into the sweaty palm of a cigar-

puffing carny. In return, he’d hand you a loaded 

.22 caliber rifle and wish you luck. Taking your 

place alongside other kindred shooters, you’d 

survey the cheerfully painted ducks, rabbits, 

cowboys, and Indians moving from side-to-side 

or bobbing before you, take aim, and 

fire!<.Today, the notion that it was once 

considered perfectly normal to deliver a rifle 

filled with live ammunition into the hands of 

anyone with some spare change in their pocket 

seems absurd.24 

 

The era of live fire didn’t last.  A California company 

demonstrated an early all-electronic, nickel-operated 

shooting gallery in 1949,25 and the .22 rifles of the first 

half of the century were gradually replaced thereafter 

with simulated guns, air rifles, and water pistols.26  The 

galleries themselves declined and closed in many areas, 

forced out by a combination of liability issues, 

competition from television and video arcades, and 

increasingly restrictive gun control laws.27  Without the 

opportunity to familiarize themselves with rifles and 
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develop a certain skill in handling them before 

purchasing a gun of their own, urban residents stopped 

thinking of a rifle as a natural choice for self-defense, 

turning to more easily accessible handguns instead. 

The legalization of concealed carry across much of 

the United States further contributed to the 

normalization of the pistol.  In 1986, only one state 

permitted the carrying of a concealed weapon without a 

license, and only eight more required that qualified 

applicants be issued a license; sixteen banned concealed 

carry altogether.  By 2015, five states allowed concealed 

carry without a license, forty-two were required to issue 

licenses, and eight had restrictive licensing but no 

outright ban.28  A poll that year showed that fifty-six 

percent of the population thought that more concealed 

weapons would make society safer, a figure that rose to 

sixty-six percent among adults under the age of 30, 

indicating growing social acceptance of concealed carry.29  

Long guns cannot be readily concealed, and may be 

carried openly in most US jurisdictions anyway, so the 

expansion of concealed carry legality benefited handguns 

to a disproportionate extent. 

The passage of increasingly permissive state carry 

laws over the past thirty years was part of a broader shift 

within the American legal regime that also included a 

number of judicial decisions.  In 2008, the Supreme 

Court’s opinion in District of Columbia v. Heller 

recognized the new and essential place of the pistol in 

American culture, stating, ‚Americans overwhelmingly 

choose [handguns] for the lawful purpose of self-

defense.‛30  Two years later, in McDonald v. Chicago, the 
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Court again described handguns as ‚the most preferred 

firearm in the nation to ‘keep’ and use for protection of 

one’s home and family.‛31  A U.S. District Court in 

California subsequently relied on this reasoning in 

terming pistols ‚the ‘quintessential’ self-defense 

weapon‛ at the same time that it upheld the state’s ban 

on assault weapons.32  The Court of Appeals for the 

Seventh Circuit ruled in 2012 that the right to bear arms 

‚must be interpreted to include a right to have a gun in 

public, to have it ready for use, and to have it for self-

defense.‛33  In short, Americans have reversed their 

historical position rather dramatically.  A century ago, 

the rifle was considered a military weapon, and for that 

reason it could not be controlled; today, the rifle is still 

considered a military weapon--and for that reason it must 

be controlled. 

The pistol, on the other hand, is decidedly not a 

military weapon; instead, it is one that can be made 

personal, non-threatening, and even sexy.  Much of the 

credit for recasting the pistol as just another part of 

modern society goes to Gaston Glock, an Austrian 

engineer who introduced some of the first composite-

framed handguns to the US in 1988.  Simple, reliable, and 

able to fire seventeen shots, as opposed to the six shots of 

a revolver, Glock pistols quickly exerted a 

disproportionate influence on the American firearms 

market.  Glock’s early marketing strategy ‚was to get the 

police departments to adopt the gun, and that would 

give the gun credibility in the much larger, much more 

lucrative civilian market.‛34  The company was so 

successful at selling guns to paramilitary forces that the 
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New York City police commissioner carried one, in the 

face of public outcry, at the same time that the city had 

temporarily banned civilian ownership of any Glock 

weapon.35  The perceived availability of a ‚plastic gun‛ 

that could pass undetected through security systems led 

to enormous controversy, including Congressional 

hearings, which generated additional publicity for Glock.  

From there, the gun made its way into popular culture, 

appearing and garnering praise in television shows like 

Law and Order, films including Die Hard 2,36 and novels 

such as Infinite Jest.37  Glock officials went to great lengths 

to associate the pistol with sensuality as well as with 

Hollywood; in 1990, the company staffed its booth at the 

annual SHOT Show with a professional stripper and 

reported taking over a thousand orders from dealers in 

one day.38  The pistol’s ‚futuristic, distinct appearance‛ 

proved to be an additional marketing advantage.39  Like 

its contemporary, Apple Computer, Glock used sleek 

design to obscure performance no better than or inferior 

to that of its competitors’ products.  Incidentally, one of 

the company’s less-publicized activities also spurred the 

development of a personal handgun market.  In order to 

secure police contracts, Glock would offer very favorable 

pricing to paramilitaries that wanted to trade in their 

existing guns for credit towards their purchase; it then 

resold these former paramilitary weapons on the used 

market, thereby profiting from both ends of the 

transaction.40  Glock made handguns something that 

everyone suddenly wanted--and then made them readily 

available. 

Shifting demographics, new technology, and 
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advances in marketing combined to bring about the 

demise of the rifle in the United States over the course of 

the twentieth century.  A primarily urban population that 

thinks of firearms as tools intended to kill people rather 

than animals, and to do so in intimate situations, that has 

no experience with long guns, and that legally and 

socially approves of hiding weapons rather than 

displaying them is not a likely market for rifles and 

shotguns.  The pistol may still be seen as a threat to life, 

but Americans have become comfortable with its 

potency.  The rifle, however, is a threat to public order, 

something that cannot be allowed in a society that 

increasingly depends on organization for its survival.  

Even while the courts and the public embrace the idea 

that Americans are entitled to guns for self-defense, the 

object of their affection remains the pistol, which allows 

the public to supplement the paramilitary, rather than 

the rifle, which would allow the public to replace the 

military and paramilitary, as intended by the authors of 

the Constitution.  Law and custom have inverted the 

original meaning of self-defense. 
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Generally Speaking 
 

 

‚No apologies for arming America,‛ a CNN 

headline from 2013 proclaimed above a story on firearms 

maker Colt and its place in the Connecticut economy 

after the Sandy Hook shooting.  The piece was published 

shortly after the retirement of company president 

William Keys, a former lieutenant general in the Marine 

Corps who was widely credited with restoring the 

gunmaker’s reputation and securing lucrative new 

contracts for it.  Nonetheless, Dan Zimmerman, editor of 

The Truth About Guns, summarized the general’s tenure 

very differently: ‚Keys had a decided dislike of armed 

civilians.‛ 

As Colt CEO, Keys had previously been described 

as ‚uncomfortable‛ with the desire of the company's 

owner to produce a line of cheap handguns, and under 

his leadership the board declared that the plan wasn’t 

worth the potential liability.1  Ten days after Keys was 

named president in 1999, Colt pulled most of its models 

from production in the wake of a mass shooting, 

suggesting that Keys had been promoted on purpose to 

oversee the transition.  According to The New York Times, 

Colt was ‚abandoning much of its 144-year-old retail gun 

business in an effort to limit its liability in lawsuits...[and] 

now plans to make far fewer weapons and sell them 
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mainly to law enforcement agents and the military. The 

company will effectively stop selling handguns to 

civilians, except to gun collectors.‛2  Keys would later 

remark to an interviewer, ‚I don’t want to make guns 

where the ATF calls up and says a guy killed another 

guy.  That's not why we’re in business.‛3  

Given that members of the armed forces, and 

Marines in particular, are often believed to be strong 

supporters of gun rights, Keys’s ambivalence towards his 

own product appears both ironic and anomalous.  

However, he was far from being an isolated case among 

American military leaders.  In 2012, a dozen senior 

officers signed a letter to members of Congress urging 

them to repeal restrictions that prevent military 

commanders from asking troops under their command 

for information about their private weapons.  Among 

them were Gen. Dennis Reimer, formerly Army chief of 

staff, and Lt. Gen James Dubik, one of the senior 

American commanders during the occupation of Iraq.4  

Four years later, Gen. David Petraeus, once commander 

of American forces in Afghanistan, and Captain Mark 

Kelly, a retired naval astronaut, founded the Veterans 

Coalition for Common Sense to advocate for universal 

background checks and stronger gun laws.  Other 

members of the VCCS advisory committee included Gen. 

Wesley Clark, former Supreme Allied Commander 

Europe; Gen. Michael Hayden, who served as director of 

both the NSA and CIA; Gen. Stanley McChrystal, 

Petraeus’s predecessor in Afghanistan; Admiral Thad 

Allen, Commandant of the US Coast Guard; Admiral Eric 

Olsen, head of US Special Operations Command; and ten 



76 

 

other general officers.5  These last included retired Army 

vice chief of staff Gen. Peter Chiarelli, who had also 

previously proposed what he termed ‚voluntary means 

restriction‛ for potentially suicidal soldiers, encouraging 

them to surrender their weapons of their own accord,6 

which falls well within the military tradition of ‚officially 

voluntary but unofficially mandatory‛ activities.7  

McChrystal has been perhaps the most outspoken 

member of VCCS, on one occasion telling a reporter that 

AR-15 rifles are appropriate weapons for combat soldiers 

but not for civilians.8 

Senior officers not associated with either group 

have also weighed in on the issue.  Lt. Gen. Mark Milley, 

commander of Fort Hood, the largest American military 

installation in the world, publicly opposed allowing 

concealed weapons on military bases.9  Rear Adm. Brian 

Brannman compared the results of gun violence to 

injuries he had seen while serving in Iraq, writing in his 

hometown paper that ‚it is far too easy for dangerous 

people to get guns.‛10  Vice Adm. Vivek Murthy's 

confirmation as Surgeon General was delayed for over a 

year while the NRA and Senate Republicans expressed 

outrage over Murthy's comment that ‚guns are a health 

care issue.‛11  Army Lt. Gen. Russel Honore, who 

oversaw the federal response to Hurricane Katrina, 

charged Americans with being in ‚a state of denial‛ with 

regard to gun violence and commented that there were 

too many guns in circulation.12  Assistant Secretary of 

Defense Brig. Gen. Jonathan Woodson stated at a 

conference on suicide prevention, ‚Awareness of risk 

means removing firearms from those who we believe are 
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at risk of harming themselves or others.‛13   ‚We have to 

be careful about over-arming ourselves,‛ Army chief of 

staff Gen. Ray Odierno opined after a shooting at a 

recruiting center in 2015, expressing the opinion that 

accidental discharges were considered more of a safety 

threat by the Army than a deliberate attack by a terrorist 

group.14  

Military leaders who come out in favor of gun 

control are typically dismissed by gun lovers as having 

been co-opted by business and political figures who offer 

to trade coveted directorships, professorships, and perks 

for a uniform that the establishment can prop in front of 

its agenda.  On pro-gun websites, they are likely to be 

described as ‚has-been windbags‛ tasked by the 

‚globalists‛ with creating a ‚cynical smokescreen‛ to 

give gun control a bipartisan appearance.  Baksheesh 

aside, however, there are a number of reasons why career 

military officers, especially senior ones, oppose civilian 

access to weapons. 

First, there is Parkinson’s law.  The United States 

military is fundamentally a bureaucracy.  Its members 

want, at the very least, to keep their jobs and their 

budgets.  If they can, they would like to advance in rank 

and power by bringing more and more people under 

their supervision or increasing their importance to a 

particular mission or program.  Applied to a whole 

organization, this attitude usually results in steady 

expansion over time, as Parkinson originally observed in 

his study of the British Admiralty.15  Unfortunately for 

the American armed forces, or rather for their leaders, the 

size of the military tends to be revised downwards by 
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Congress rather than upwards, leading to intensified 

competition for the best jobs.  This results in a 

beleaguered mentality at the top, one that increases the 

higher up the chain of command an officer moves, and 

one that is also exacerbated by the ‚up or out‛ promotion 

system. 

What does this have to do with gun control?  

Guns in civilian hands are, according to the Second 

Amendment and the Militia Act of 1792, the basis for a 

militia.  Historically and legally, the defense of the 

United States was entrusted to the militia until the 

maintenance of a large standing army began with the 

Cold War.  Should American disgust with foreign 

intervention, the Pentagon’s growing budget, and 

militarization of the police continue, public opinion may 

come to support greater reliance on the National Guard 

and the unorganized militia for defense.  Indeed, a 

proposal to expand militia training was made in the 

aftermath of the Orlando shooting as a means of 

providing safety training for gun owners.16  If that 

happens and the regular armed forces shrink, there will 

be far fewer career paths for ambitious officers, and far 

fewer perks.  The chauffeured cars, the elegant historic 

homes provided at taxpayers’ expense, the private jets, 

the lucrative jobs after retirement, the political 

opportunities will all become things of the past.  Senior 

officers will lose their jobs, and they don’t like that idea.  

If they can discourage civilian gun ownership, it keeps 

the competition down in the long run.  This is a subtle 

point, but one which is at the ideological core of the 
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generals’ opposition.  It’s a defensive reaction.  Duck and 

cover. 

Second among the reasons for military dislike of 

armed civilians is the culture gap.  Soldiers have to go 

through extensive training for every piece of equipment 

they use, including guns, and they distrust the use of 

guns by the untrained.  The Marine Corps, which 

traditionally places the greatest emphasis on small arms 

proficiency of all the services, specifies seven days of 

initial training for each rifleman, and five days of annual 

training each year.  Marines assigned to infantry units 

complete an additional set of drills involving both day 

and night training, firing a minimum of 374 rounds in the 

process.17  Army marksmanship training includes six 

hours focusing on shot placement, eight hours on how to 

properly sight a rifle, and practice at ranges out to three 

hundred meters,18 while Army special forces troops 

sometimes fire five thousand rounds per person over the 

course of several weeks when training for a mission.19  By 

contrast, as of February 2016, twenty-five states required 

no training at all for the issuance of a concealed carry 

permit,20 and only seven states (CA, CT, HI, MA, MD, RI) 

and the District of Columbia required any training of 

firearms purchasers.  Such laws create situations where 

someone can own and potentially use a gun without ever 

having fired it before.  A career soldier with extensive 

weapons experience is liable to see this scenario as 

dangerous and irresponsible.  Then, too, members of the 

armed forces resent that civilians with no training at all 

can own essentially the same weapons that they use, and 
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that untrained civilians can legally carry weapons when 

they cannot. 

Third comes the psychological aspect.  Career 

military personnel see themselves as part of an elite 

entrusted with a special duty, ‚a select and immaculate 

priesthood,‛ even.  For instance, some refuse to vote, 

citing the example of past leaders such as Marshall, 

Patton, Eisenhower, and Grant: 

 

Officers, like all citizens, should have the right to 

vote. But because military officers have a special 

responsibility to prevent politics from dividing 

our troops and separating us from society, it is all 

the more important for us to choose not to 

exercise that right<.This ambiguity recognizes 

that we have two identities: I am a citizen. But I 

have also sworn an oath as a commissioned 

military officer. One came by birth and 

coincidence, the other by belief and commitment. 

In certain circumstances, my identity as a military 

officer should take precedence.21    

 

Similar attitudes range from Marine Gen. John F. Kelly 

dismissing American politics as a ‚cesspool‛22 to an 

enlisted Army veteran opining that she no longer feels 

safe in civilian society after leaving the protective ‚safety 

net‛ the military provided.23  Military identity is 

traditionally very strong, a problem that was recognized 

by early American leaders, who tended to regard the 

armed forces, particularly the professional officer corps, 

as elitist and aristocratic.24  The gun is the symbol of that 
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identity, of the state's monopoly on violence that has 

been entrusted to professional soldiers.25  Guns in civilian 

hands dilute that symbol and suggest that the power that 

comes from carrying a gun can be merely bought rather 

than earned through years of training and selfless 

service. 

Fourth, there is the US military’s unique 

intellectual situation to consider.  Its understanding of 

warfare is rooted in the work of Carl von Clausewitz, 

who taught that war is chaos and uncertainty, and that 

victory consists of controlling chaos.  Guns, as a potential 

source of chaos, are something that the armed forces 

believe should be controlled, as shown by the tight 

restrictions placed on all weapons, public and private, on 

military bases.  Prior to World War II, weapons were 

stored in the barracks, readily accessible to soldiers with 

the consent of the officer on duty.26  Today, military rifles 

are ‚stored and locked in cages with very strict access‛, 

while ammunition is stored separately.27  If military 

officers do not approve of easy access to weapons for 

highly trained professionals, why would they support 

such access for untrained civilians?  It would only 

multiply the chaos that they regard themselves as having 

an obligation to suppress. 

Fifth comes the public relations problem.  Guns, 

particularly battle rifles, are visually menacing objects, 

and the modern American military is surprisingly 

squeamish about displays of violence.  Its emphasis on 

technology in recent decades is intended to provide a 

moral separation between the actions of its members and 

the deaths that result from those actions.  In the words of 
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one Plowshares activist, a former Army officer, ‚In the 

military now you just push a button and the killing is 

distant, removed. That makes it much easier. We've 

found that the military people are offended when you 

pour blood on their weapons because they don't like to 

think of it as a bloody machine.‛28  Civilian firearms 

breach this separation, particularly when they are used to 

commit murder.  They remind people that the gun is an 

instrument of violence, allowing them to deduce that, 

since the military possesses the most guns, the military 

possesses the ability to be violent on the largest scale and 

in the most personal way.  Torn bodies in the streets--the 

same bodies that Adm. Brannman objected are making 

the United States resemble a third world-country--are a 

far cry from the clean, mechanical picture of information 

age warfare that the Pentagon has striven to project since 

the Vietnam debacle. 

Sixth, there is the national security angle.  Easy 

access to guns in general makes it simple for ‚the wrong 

people‛ to get their hands on weapons.  Military leaders 

are especially perturbed by the refusal of Congress to 

block the purchase of guns by individuals who have been 

added to a government watchlist.  In the words of Gen. 

McChrystal, ‚We are alarmed that a known or suspected 

terrorist can go to a federally licensed firearms dealer 

where background checks are conducted, pass that 

background check, legally purchase a firearm and walk 

out the door.‛29  Air Force Col. Lindsey Graham, who 

serves in the US Senate, co-sponsored legislation in 2016 

to revise the background check requirements in 

accordance with this view.30  A longtime opponent of due 
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process,31 Graham's view that extrajudicial proceedings 

and punishment based on suspicion are justified when 

American safety is at stake is one shared by the majority 

of his colleagues in uniform. 

Seventh, the American armed forces are 

committed to taking care of their own.  In March 2017, 

the VCCS sent an open letter to the leaders of the House 

of Representatives opposing the Veterans 2nd 

Amendment Act then under debate.  The bill would have 

removed the names of 174,000 veterans who had been 

diagnosed with mental disorders from the FBI's NICS 

database, thereby enabling them to purchase firearms 

once again.  ‚This would be irresponsible, dangerous, 

and life threatening to those who need access to care, not 

weapons,‛ the letter argued, pointing out that ‚an 

average of 20 veterans commit suicide each day, two-

thirds of whom do so by using a firearm.‛32  How much 

of an effect limiting access to firearms would have on 

veteran suicide is unknown, but the sentiment behind the 

effort is clear. 

Of course, all of these lines of reasoning are 

merely variations on one simple theme.  The armed 

forces prioritize control.  Control of the battlefield, 

control of the environment, control of others, control of 

oneself, control of life in general.  Any policy that brings 

a higher level of control to life is welcomed by the 

military.  Hence its ambivalence about weapons in 

civilian hands--not because its leaders object to the 

weapons themselves, but because there is a degree of 

freedom involved in permitting civilian ownership of 

weapons in the first place.  The absence of regulations 
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makes the generals uncomfortable.  They like the idea of 

limiting access to firearms and making sure that those 

who do have access to them have some degree of 

training.  Under these circumstances, the affection of 

general officers for gun control is not only 

comprehensible, it is the only course of action consistent 

with their training, experience, and values. 
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The Price of Insecurity 
 

 

If you drive across middle America in the early 

twenty-first century, through Missouri or Kansas, for 

example, you will see banners waving in front of 

churches, banners so large that they are easily readable 

from the highway hundreds of yards away.  Given the 

entrepreneurial bent of American Christianity, this is not 

unexpected.  What is startling is the particular choice of 

words employed on some of these banners: ‚God bless 

the police.‛ 

Setting aside the incongruousness of adherents of 

a nonviolent religion expressing their support for a 

violent profession, these banners are a testimony either to 

the masochism of the American public or to its ignorance.  

Or to both, perhaps.  Ignorance would involve 

pretending that the state does not in fact hire heavily 

armed men to roam the streets at random, allowing them 

to injure or kill others without having to face legal 

penalties for their actions.1  Masochism would require 

embracing this situation and defending it as necessary or 

desirable.  On the whole, the American approach usually 

leans towards masochism. 

There is both a financial and a human cost to this 

preference.  According to data reported to the FBI in 

2015, state and local governments within the United 
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States have raised 653,000 armed paramilitary troops.2  

(Federal paramilitary forces number an additional 

200,000 soldiers,3 although these are more appropriately 

counted as part of the active duty military 

establishment.)  Maintaining these troops and their 

facilities costs approximately $180 billion annually,4 or 

$1,289 per taxpayer.5  As of 2015, they were responsible 

for imprisoning 2,173,800 people,6 at a further cost to the 

American economy of more than $113 billion in lost 

productivity.7 

These costs, however, are impersonal and 

indirect.  The most direct, and most familiar, paramilitary 

cost comes in the form of traffic tickets, which contribute 

an added $3.75 to $7 billion each year in paramilitary 

revenue.8  Indirectly, tickets raise the cost of insurance 

premiums for those ticketed by a total of $20 to $40 

billion annually.9  Nor does the cost of the tickets 

themselves take into account additional fees imposed by 

court systems; in California, paying a $100 traffic citation 

costs the individual cited $490 by the time that various 

assessments and surcharges are added to the fine.10   Far 

from high rates of ticketing acting as a deterrent, drivers 

who have been ticketed once are more likely to be 

ticketed subsequently, which suggests that paramilitary 

units actively document and pursue those who have been 

in their hands before, waiting for them to slip up again.11  

Many poor drivers cannot afford to pay these fines, 

leading to the suspension of their licenses, which in turn 

affects their earning ability.  A study of New Jersey 

drivers found that 42 percent of license suspensions lead 

to job loss, that 45 percent of those whose licenses are 
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suspended cannot find another job, and that 88 percent of 

those who do find another job have to take pay cuts.12  

With a national suspension rate of six percent, at a 

minimum these figures suggest an annual economic loss 

of at least $125 billion as a consequence of ticketing.13 

Paramilitary units actively seek to use the 

collection of fines to boost city and county income, and 

by extension to increase their own appropriations.  One 

town in Louisiana collected nearly four dollars in fines 

from traffic tickets for every dollar it received in taxes, 

while by 2013, the town of Ferguson, Missouri was 

funding twenty percent of its entire budget through 

paramilitary revenue collection.14  Two years later, the 

Supreme Court of Nevada forecast a $700,000 budget 

shortfall and threatened to shut down because the 

Nevada Highway Patrol had not been writing enough 

tickets.15  New York City requires that its more than fifty 

thousand paramilitary troopers write a minimum of 

twenty parking tickets and five speeding or ‚moving 

violation‛ tickets apiece each month,16 a practice that 

accounts for the majority of the $1.5 billion the city 

collects in fines annually.17  This includes $1.7 million per 

year from tickets written for parking in legal parking 

spaces.18 

Since the passage of the Comprehensive Crime 

Control Act in 1984, paramilitary units have gained an 

additional source of revenue from direct takings in the 

form of civil asset forfeiture.  The act permitted both 

federal and local paramilitaries to seize, without legal 

proceedings, any property believed to be the result of a 

drug deal, or to have been used in a drug deal.19  The 
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legal reasoning involved draws upon the English 

common law tradition dealing with deodands, in which 

property rather than the property owner could be held to 

be liable for a crime and was accordingly forfeit to the 

state.  American jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. cited it 

as an example ‚of the barbarian laws at their rudest 

stage,‛ assigning as it did a personality to inanimate 

objects.20  Nevertheless, between 2001 and 2013, fifteen 

federal agencies used the law to confiscate over $20 

billion in private property, with the rate of seizures 

increasing by more than 600 percent.21  During 2014 

alone, federal paramilitary forces appropriated more than 

$5 billion worth of private property, while the 

paramilitary forces of fourteen states seized an additional 

$250 million, exceeding--for the first time--American 

losses to burglary, which totaled only $3.5 billion.  The 

amount confiscated by federal and local paramilitaries 

represents roughly forty percent of the value of all thefts 

carried out by non-state actors.22  In addition, forfeiture 

and fines alike are both known to rise whenever a local 

government becomes strapped for cash or the economy 

as a whole weakens.23 

It is worth noting that paramilitary officers view 

these comparatively large sums as insufficient for their 

needs and actively pursue increases in funding.  

Following the 2008 recession, a California police chief 

offered several recommendations on how paramilitary 

revenues could be further enlarged.  First, he proposed 

raising existing rates, including raising all fines by fifty 

percent, tripling fines for drunk driving, and taxing all 

ammunition sales.  Second, he suggested charging 
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prisoners fees in order to be released from prison.  Third, 

he advocated partial privatization of the paramilitary, 

which would allow units to charge usage fees for 911 

emergency calls, sell ride-alongs to the public, operate as 

private security services, and sell the right to use their 

brands for advertising to the highest bidders.24  In March 

2017, a Department of Justice report found that civil 

forfeiture does not prevent crime; four months later, the 

Attorney General announced that the Department would 

be increasing ‚adoptive forfeitures,‛ a procedure 

whereby federal agencies may seize a suspect’s assets 

when state law prevents local paramilitaries from doing 

so.25  The following spring, the presidents of the Alabama 

District Attorneys Association and Alabama Sheriffs 

Association joined forces to oppose a proposal that 

would redirect the proceeds of civil forfeitures from local 

paramilitaries to the state’s general fund.  ‚Sending the 

proceeds of forfeiture to the state's General Fund would 

result in fewer busts of drug and stolen property rings,‛ 

they insisted.  ‚What incentive would local police and 

sheriffs have to invest manpower, resources and time in 

these operations if they don't receive proceeds to cover 

their costs?‛26  Apparently receiving a salary to do a job is 

no longer regarded as being a sufficient incentive to do 

that job. 

There are a range of other expenses associated 

with the paramilitary, such as the financial cost of settling 

lawsuits brought by its victims.  Though only one in 

three police brutality suits ends in a verdict for the 

plaintiff,27 the expense must ultimately be borne by the 

public, and that expense is substantial.  In Los Angeles, 
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payouts to settle such suits cost the city an average of $11 

million a year.  In Chicago, the figure was $52 million; in 

New York City, $70 million.28  The ten American cities 

with the largest paramilitary forces collectively paid out 

$249 million to the victims of those paramilitaries during 

2015.29  Then there is the question of opportunity costs.  

An INRIX study found that American drivers expend 

$72.7 billion every year in attempting to avoid parking 

tickets, including the value of lost time, wasted fuel, and 

unnecessary greenhouse gas emissions--and ultimately 

unavoidable parking fines of $2.6 billion.30  Smaller and 

less easily calculable expenses come in the form of bribes 

paid to paramilitary officers, and the chilling effect that 

fear of the paramilitary can have on a local economy.  On 

a broader scale, the National Association of 

Manufacturers claims that federal business regulations 

cost the US economy more than $2 trillion each year, an 

impact entirely attributable to the existence of the 

paramilitary, which enforces these regulations. 

What do Americans receive in return for this 

expenditure?  Not the absence of crime, certainly.  The 

existence of crime is proof that paramilitary forces do not 

prevent it; if they did, it would not exist.  Nor, as it turns 

out, are they required to do so.  Massachusetts makes this 

quite explicit in its tort claims law, which indemnifies the 

state and its employees against all claims that might arise 

out of their failure ‚to provide adequate police 

protection, prevent the commission of crimes, 

investigate, detect or solve crimes, identify or apprehend 

criminals or suspects, arrest or detain suspects, or enforce 

any law.‛31  If no liability exists, it is because no 
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obligation exists.  This is known as the ‚public duty‛ 

justification for the existence of the paramilitary: they 

protect the population as a whole, in the abstract, 

without protecting the individual.  The Seventh Circuit, 

in Bowers v. DeVito, was even more explicit, writing that 

there is ‚no constitutional right to be protected by the 

state against being murdered by prisoners or madmen.‛32  

Lawmakers do not expect the paramilitary to prevent 

crime, nor do paramilitary troopers expect to be able to 

do so themselves.  The general public seems to be the 

only group laboring under a misapprehension about the 

role that their nominal protectors are assigned to play. 

The ‚value for money‛ question then becomes 

one of whether the paramilitary can at least reduce crime.  

A common measure of paramilitary effectiveness is 

response time.  Federal commissions have repeatedly 

found that paramilitary forces should respond to an 

emergency call within two minutes if an arrest is to be 

likely, and that if they do not arrive within four minutes, 

the probability of catching the perpetrator drops 

sharply.33  Crime, in short, happens quickly.  In 71 

percent of violent crimes, and in 87 percent of property 

crimes, paramilitary response time is more than five 

minutes.34  The National Sheriffs’ Association admits to 

an average response time of eighteen minutes,35 

indicating that arrests in such cases are unlikely and thus 

that there is little deterrent value in paramilitary 

response at all.  Nor do increases in staffing or operations 

tempo contribute much to crime reduction.  A 28 percent 

increase in paramilitary personnel during the 1990s, as 

part of the Clinton administration’s much-publicized 
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‚War on Crime‛, produced only a 5 percent decrease in 

crime.36  Increased paramilitary killings were found to 

produce a reduction in violent crime of one sixth of one 

percent.37  For purposes of comparison, the onset of 

winter typically causes violent crime to fall by up to 9 

percent and property crime by up to 11 percent.38  

Weather influences crime to a far greater degree than the 

number of soldiers on the streets does.  In any event, 

fewer than half of violent crimes and a third of property 

crimes are reported to the paramilitary in the first place.39  

In the case of white collar crime, in fact, it is the exception 

rather than the rule for a crime to be reported to the 

paramilitary at all.  A mere 15 percent of businesses and 9 

percent of individuals report fraud and identity theft, 

having greater faith in banks and credit agencies to 

remedy their problems.40  The overall lack of reporting 

makes a very clear statement: those actually affected by 

crime have no confidence in the paramilitary to fix their 

problems. 

If paramilitaries cannot prevent or reduce crime, 

can they at least mitigate its effects through the recovery 

of stolen property?  A century ago it was common for 

American paramilitary forces to use the amount of 

property they had recovered as a measure of their 

effectiveness and publicize their results.  The 

Minneapolis paramilitary reported a 71 percent recovery 

rate in 1913,41 while for the previous year, the Chicago 

paramilitary reported an 86 percent recovery rate.42  In 

the twenty-first century United States, such figures are no 

longer flaunted.  The average rate of recovery for stolen 

cars is highest at 46 percent,43 but only 24 percent of 
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robbery victims and 7 percent of burglary victims are 

able to retrieve any portion of their property at all.  

Nationwide in 2011, paramilitaries were able to recover 

only 5 percent of the value of all stolen jewelry and the 

same proportion of the value of all stolen electronics.44  

Because of these low numbers, paramilitaries also have 

an incentive to reduce the book value of stolen property, 

thereby increasing their perceived recovery rates.  The 

New York Police Department, for example, accomplishes 

this by auctioning off seized property if it is not claimed 

quickly,45  as well as reducing or altering the value of 

reported thefts, or recategorizing them as lost property.46  

Departments expend effort upon minimizing 

responsibility rather than solving crimes. 

The total financial cost of the paramilitary to 

American society is at least $520 billion per year.  In 

return for this sum, Americans receive no guarantee of 

protection, and no prevention, reduction, or mitigation of 

crime.  The only element remaining to consider in 

calculating the net annual cost of the paramilitary is the 

cost of crime itself.  Economist David Anderson, writing 

in 1999, put this figure at $1.7 trillion.47  The most recent 

study of the cost of crime, published in 2010, suggests the 

much lower sum of $325 billion (excluding vandalism, 

fraud, and forgery).48  Intriguingly, the per-crime cost 

estimates provided by the study’s authors were adjusted 

upwards to reflect ‚intangible costs‛ such as 

psychological distress to victims.  Considering the 

economic costs of crime alone produces an even lower 

annual total of $92 billion, including the Federal Trade 

Commission’s 2013 estimate of $4 billion worth of fraud 
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annually.49  Since under-reporting of crime by two-thirds 

is so commonplace, it seems reasonable to assume that 

the total financial cost of crime in the United States is 

roughly $280 billion annually--a little more than half of 

what Americans spend, or allow the paramilitary to take 

from them, in an attempt to prevent losses that cannot be 

remedied anyway.  If the paramilitaries were abolished 

tomorrow, Americans collectively would be half a trillion 

dollars to the good every year.  Crime would have to 

nearly triple in the absence of law enforcement before the 

United States as a whole would be financially worse off 

than it had been before abolition.  Given that 

paramilitary units never so much as hear about fifty to 

ninety percent of crimes, it is questionable whether their 

absence would have any effect at all on crime rates. 

Since the paramilitaries produce nothing of 

substantial value, the other side of their public policy 

cost-benefit equation is held up solely by the public belief 

that an orderly society would be impossible without 

them.  It is a belief without foundation.  Violent crime in 

the United States has halved since 1993, yet seventy 

percent of Americans believe that crime is increasing,50 

and paramilitary personnel work hard to maintain that 

belief.  Ticketing statistics, imprisonment numbers, 

revenue, and confiscations are all quantities that have 

been steadily on the rise even as actual crime falls, and all 

are largely within the control of paramilitary units to 

manipulate in accordance with their preferred narrative.  

Should they fail to maintain the public belief that the 

United States is a dangerous place and getting more 
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dangerous all the time, their usefulness--and more 

importantly, their budgets--might be questioned.51 

The key to the paramilitary’s financial success is 

its possession of arms.  Using them to convey an 

impression of strength and a threat of violence, 

paramilitary troopers are able to collect funds from the 

public both directly and indirectly.  Direct collections 

take the form of ticketing, confiscation, and fines.  

Indirect collections flow through the hands of federal and 

local tax collectors, but are nonetheless a form of 

paramilitary taking, since no man ever paid taxes 

willingly.  The threat of a SWAT team coming through 

the door is what makes the public pay tax bills, not a 

feeling of goodwill towards the community.  When the 

Wall Street Journal asked rhetorically, ‚Why does the IRS 

need guns?‛ its editors were deliberately overlooking the 

fact that systematic tax collection would be impossible 

without guns in the hands of the paramilitary.  

Objectively, the system operates as a protection racket, 

and there is no ethical distinction between a public and a 

private racket.  ‚Pay, or we will destroy your property,‛ 

says the gangster.  ‚Pay, or we will take your property 

for our own use,‛ says the exciseman.  From the 

perspective of the victim, both approaches have identical 

consequences for himself. 

The armed paramilitary imposes a cost in human 

suffering as well as in United States dollars.  Each year, 

paramilitary forces imprison 2.1 million Americans, 

arrest 12.3 million, physically injure over 54,000, and kill 

more than a thousand.52  Data collected by the Bureau of 

Justice Statistics indicates that one in every seventeen 
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paramilitary troopers is accused of using excessive force 

each year.53  This process of being ‚policed‛ subjects 

these twelve million individuals, each of whom is ‚in the 

custody or under the control‛ of the paramilitary at the 

time, to ‚the intentional infliction of severe pain or 

suffering, whether physical or mental‛--the definition of 

torture according to the Rome Statute.  Or rather, it 

would do so if the Statute did not also provide ‚that 

torture shall not include pain or suffering arising only 

from, inherent in or incidental to, lawful sanctions.‛54  

Almost identical language is found in the Inter-American 

Convention to Prevent and Punish Torture and the 

United Nations Convention against Torture, giving the 

paramilitary unambiguous freedom of action and 

considerably restricting their liability.  International law 

thus echoes the famous sentiment of Richard Nixon: 

‚When the president does it, that means it is not 

illegal.‛55  Not illegal, perhaps, but illogical, since the 

action in question remains the same regardless of which 

actor performs it or how others react to it in accordance 

with social custom.  Remove the legislative double 

standard, leaving only the definition, and American 

paramilitaries unambiguously indulge in over twelve 

million acts of torture and kidnapping a year. 

During 2015, American paramilitary troopers 

killed 1,146 people,56 while American civilians killed 

17,250.57  In other words, one American out of 18,348 

commits a murder each year; one paramilitary soldier out 

of 572 does the same, making the latter thirty-two times 

more likely to commit a murder than a civilian.  Killings 

by members of the paramilitary account for at least 6.2 
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percent of all murders nationwide, but as a rule are rarely 

reported to the FBI.58  Or, to put it another way, one out 

of every seventeen murders in the United States is 

committed by a paramilitary soldier with a gun handed 

to him by the government and paid for by the taxpayer. 

Of particular interest is the discrepancy in murder 

rates between convicted felons and paramilitary troopers.  

The Bureau of Justice Statistics reports that 38 percent of 

murderers have a prior felony conviction.59  Roughly 

1,079,000 state60 and 71,000 federal61 felony convictions 

are handed down per year, for a total of 1.15 million, and 

at least 23 million Americans have an existing felony 

conviction,62 putting the odds of a felon committing a 

murder at one in 3,508.  This is five times greater than the 

odds for the general population, but less than a sixth of 

the odds for a paramilitary soldier.  Six felons are less 

dangerous than one policeman.  (And if the number of 

felons seems impossibly high, remember that felony 

convictions increased by 24 percent between 1994 and 

2004 while crime was steadily declining,63 that there are 

at least 4,450 federal felony crimes, and that Congress 

creates a new crime, on average, once per week.64) 

These numbers are somewhat misleading in that 

they consider murder on an annual rather than a 

cumulative basis.  The average length of a paramilitary 

career is between twenty and twenty-five years.65  

Combined with the annual murder rate for 

paramilitaries, this suggests that at minimum, one in 

every twenty-nine paramilitary soldiers has either killed 

someone or will kill someone.  In practice, these odds 

may be higher given that some troopers, like aging tigers, 
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appear to develop a taste for killing.  The Washington Post 

found that out of half of the paramilitary shootings that 

occurred in 2015, fifteen percent involved a trooper who 

had previously been involved in at least one similar act.66  

It is likely, given the overall number of paramilitary 

killings, that more than ten thousand paramilitary 

soldiers who have killed are still serving with their units 

and being paid by the public.  In contrast, out of nearly 

one thousand murderers released from California prisons 

over a period of twenty years, none have subsequently 

committed a second murder.67  Most civilian murders are 

spontaneous crimes targeting friends or relations,68 so 

there is no reason for the killer to repeat the act.  The 

paramilitary, on the other hand, has a very vested 

interest in being able to point to ‚dead bad guys‛ as 

ostensible proof that they are having an effect on crime.  

Motive counts.  Civilian murders are not normally 

preventable due to the randomness of the motives that 

inspire them.  Paramilitary murders are preventable 

precisely because of the clarity of the motive behind 

them.  They are the outcome of deliberate choice. 

Paramilitary commanders and public relations 

officers argue that the frequency of paramilitary killings 

is justified by their need to make ‚officer safety‛ their 

primary objective, as well as by the claim that up to 36 

percent of shootings are the result of individuals 

attempting to commit ‚suicide by cop.‛69  They 

exaggerate the potential threat to themselves.  During 

2015, a total of forty-five local and federal paramilitary 

troopers were killed while on duty, only seven of whom 

were the victims of premeditated killings.70  A 
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paramilitary soldier has a smaller chance of being shot by 

a criminal he is deliberately confronting than a civilian 

has of being shot by another civilian.  Moreover, if the 

question of safety is expanded to include long-term 

considerations as well, it must also take into account the 

likelihood of imprisonment as a potential consequence of 

committing a murder.  Sixty-four percent of civilian 

murderers are eventually arrested, down from ninety 

percent half a century ago,71 but between 2005 and 2015, 

just thirteen paramilitary soldiers were convicted of 

murder or manslaughter, yielding a conviction rate of 

roughly one eighth of one percent.72  To the members of 

the paramilitary, as well as to a large portion of the 

general public, killing is merely ‚doing their jobs.‛73  This 

naturally raises the question of the social contract, and of 

whether each individual in the United States has agreed 

to run the risk of being officially murdered in exchange 

for not being protected against various contingencies.  It 

also highlights another of the double standards from 

which the paramilitaries benefit.  A burglar who breaks 

into a home and is shot by an irate homeowner is 

considered to have gotten what was coming to him, as 

exemplified by the inclusion of castle doctrine in Western 

common and statutory law.  A paramilitary trooper who 

does the same, however, is considered a special case and 

is entitled to shoot the homeowner without facing any 

censure. 

The widespread nonchalance that Americans 

display when paramilitary forces overstep their legal or 

reasonable bounds is further evidence of the degree to 

which the United States has abandoned its traditions of 
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due process during the twenty-first century.  The 

majority of individuals killed by the paramilitary are 

either armed or engaged in the commission of a crime (75 

percent according to The Guardian);74 this is considered 

presumptive evidence that they deserve to be killed.  In 

addition, given the rising costs of prosecution and 

imprisonment, many Americans believe that the 

paramilitaries are saving taxpayer money by killing 

rather than arresting suspects.  Again it is necessary to 

recall the wording of the Fifth Amendment: ‚No person 

shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise 

infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indictment of 

a Grand Jury<.nor be deprived of life, liberty, or 

property, without due process of law.‛  By no stretch of 

the imagination does a fearful soldier shooting at an 

unidentified threat qualify as due process of law. 

Members of the paramilitary comprise the single 

most violent demographic group within American 

society.  They remove half a trillion dollars from the 

American economy at gunpoint every year.  One in every 

twenty-nine is likely to be a murderer.  Furthermore, 

paramilitary troopers are two to three times more likely 

than the general population to have suicidal thoughts.75  

The majority of paramilitary soldiers with more than ten 

years on the job suffer physical or psychological 

problems; one retired officer from the state of 

Washington indicated that it is commonplace for troopers 

to be comparing blood pressure medications in the squad 

room.76  A Canadian study of first responders, including 

the paramilitary, found that they were four and a half 

times more likely to develop a mental disorder than the 
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civilian population.77  Eighty-one percent of paramilitary 

troopers believe that they are treated unfairly by the 

press,78 an attitude that could be interpreted as a 

persecutory delusion or a form of paranoid 

schizophrenia.79  They steal more money than burglars, 

kill more people than convicts, and live better than the 

average citizen--in spite of the popularly-perceived stress 

of the job, retired paramilitary members are the longest-

lived of all former government employees.80  And yet 

being or having been a member of the paramilitary is not 

a disqualifying factor on a background check to purchase 

a gun, although a history of armed robbery, torture, 

suicidal thoughts, or paranoia would automatically 

prevent a civilian from obtaining a weapon.  Indeed, 

some jurisdictions, such as New York City, restrict 

private weapons ownership almost exclusively to 

paramilitary troopers, both active and retired. 

If Americans want to do something to reduce gun 

deaths, they should start by disarming or abolishing 

paramilitary units, whose members are the least qualified 

under federal law to bear arms, and who use them to 

commit acts of violence on a regular basis.  Virtually all 

paramilitary murders are committed using firearms, 

compared to sixty-eight percent of civilian murders, 

strengthening the case for focusing on the former group 

first.81  And paramilitary units keep track of their guns, so 

disarming them would be a far simpler and faster process 

than trying to disarm the civilian population.  That single 

change would save over a thousand lives a year.  Crime 

is a problem, and always will be--but the paramilitaries 

are a much bigger problem, and need not be. 



102 

 

In the 1964 film Fail-Safe, the character of 

Professor Groeteschele, played by Walter Matthau, was 

asked at a cocktail party who would be most likely to 

survive a nuclear war: 

 

Who would survive?  It’s an interesting question.  

I would predict convicts and file clerks.  The 

worst convicts, those deep down in solitary 

confinement, and the most ordinary file clerks, 

probably for large insurance companies, because 

they would be in fireproofed rooms, protected by 

tons of the best insulator in the world: paper.  

Then imagine what will happen.  The small group 

of vicious criminals will fight the army of file 

clerks for the remaining means of life.  The 

convicts will know violence, but the file clerks 

will know organization.  Who do you think will 

win? 

 

Groeteschele did not address the question of how the 

‚remaining means of life‛ would be exploited in the case 

of an alliance between the convicts and the file clerks.  

The modern United States, on the other hand, explores 

this question daily.  Its paramilitary forces combine both 

violence and organization, and the financial and legal 

privileges they enjoy are striking testimony to the 

effectiveness of the union. 

A spokesman for the National Rifle Association 

once rhetorically demanded to know what sort of 

country teaches its children to distrust the paramilitary.82  

The answer would seem to be one where their parents 
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have learned by experience that the paramilitary does not 

deserve to be trusted. 
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The Times and Its Fury 
 

 

The New York Times has long been in favor of 

expanded gun control legislation, beginning with the 

precedent set by Howell Raines, who served as editorial 

page editor and then executive editor at the paper from 

1993 to 2003.1  Raines’s advocacy in turn set the stage for 

a widely-discussed 2004 piece by Times public editor 

Daniel Okrent, in which Okrent described gun owners as 

‚strange objects to be examined on a laboratory slide,‛ 

and denied that the paper would even endeavor to be 

objective about gun control or other social issues it 

considered important.2  Okrent’s proclamation has 

become increasingly relevant over the past decade, as the 

Times has abandoned any attempt at balanced coverage 

of firearms issues while simultaneously increasing the 

amount of space it gives to stories on mass shootings and 

to pro-gun control editorials.  Each new shooting 

provides an opportunity for the paper to trot out its 

favored set of gun control proposals, regardless of 

whether its proposed solutions have any relevance to the 

event it claims to be discussing.  In its vehemence and 

absence of logic, the Times has come to resemble a mirror 

image of its bete noir, the National Rifle Association.  Also 

like the NRA, it damages its own cause through its 

excessive enthusiasm and contradictory positions.  To 
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paraphrase Joseph II’s remark to Mozart in the film 

Amadeus, it is passionate, but it does not persuade. 

The Times’s change of pace likely began in 

September 2011, when executive editor Bill Keller 

stepped down after eight years at the helm.  Keller, a 

West Coast native and a Pulitzer Prize-winning foreign 

correspondent, rarely commented on gun control.  When 

he did so, he typically confined his remarks to criticism 

of the personal paranoia and political opportunism often 

found among gun rights advocates.3  He was replaced by 

Jill Abramson, who was fired in May 2014 to make room 

for Dean Baquet, formerly of The Los Angeles Times.  Both 

Abramson and Baquet refrained from taking personal 

positions on gun control during their tenure, with 

Abramson insisting in an interview that ‚we cover *the 

issue+ from every angle.‛4  Four years after leaving the 

Times, however, she wrote that Connecticut Senator Chris 

Murphy’s promotion of ‚stiffer gun laws‛ would make 

him a credible presidential nominee.5  Baquet once 

described the Times’s opinion page as ‚far left wing‛6 and 

authorized the publication of a landmark front-page 

editorial calling for limited gun confiscation, the first 

time the paper had given such prominence to an editorial 

in ninety-five years.7  Additionally, Abramson grew up in 

New York and Baquet in New Orleans, two cities known 

for their high murder rates, which likely affected their 

attitudes toward gun violence. 

Following this change in editorial focus, the Times 

began to place increasing emphasis on the necessity for 

expanded gun control, a tendency that increased over the 

next two years in response to current events.  On the day 
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after the Sandy Hook shooting in December 2012, the 

Times ran three editorials advocating gun control, 

followed by dozens of articles covering the shooting and 

its aftermath during the ensuing years.  With twenty-

eight victims, the Sandy Hook shooting was the deadliest 

mass murder to take place in the vicinity of New York 

City since the much less publicized Palm Sunday 

massacre of 1984.8  Sandy Hook made gun violence 

personal for New Yorkers.  Nine months later, another 

shooting took place at the Washington Navy Yard, killing 

thirteen.  Jill Abramson worked in Washington, DC from 

1986 to 2003 before returning to New York,9 likely 

making gun control seem even more urgent to her after a 

second incident close to a place she thought of as home.  

Her resulting sense of being personally threatened would 

no doubt have been reflected to some extent in her 

editorial decisions. 

The paper’s passion for gun control grew as 

Michael Bloomberg’s final term as mayor of New York 

City came to an end in 2013.  Bloomberg was known for 

his fervent commitment not only to gun regulation but 

also to gun confiscation.  He founded the advocacy group 

Mayors Against Illegal Guns, which, according to a 

former member, ‚intended to promote confiscation of 

guns from law-abiding citizens.‛10  Bloomberg was also a 

strong supporter of New York’s 2013 SAFE Act, which 

greatly expanded the number of banned weapons and 

the ability of the police to seize weapons without due 

process, calling the new restrictions ‚tough but 

sensible.‛11  ‚The NYPD is the only people we want on 

the street with guns,‛ he told reporters.12  Since 
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Bloomberg’s notoriously anti-gun views, while still a 

staple of New York politics, get much less airtime since 

his departure from the mayor’s office, it is possible that 

the Times is actively trying to compensate for his absence 

by increasing how often it mentions gun control. 

The Times’s anti-gun stance has been enhanced by 

the growing vehemence of its individual journalists in 

addition to that of its editorial board.  For instance, long-

time contributor Nicholas Kristof has been responsible 

for a number of the paper’s anti-gun editorials.  Kristof 

routinely calls for sweeping changes to American 

firearms laws, including universal background checks, 

limitations on gun purchases, and technological changes 

to gun manufacturing that have been proven 

impractical.13  An interesting point is that Kristof is 

openly less concerned with mass shootings or gun 

homicides than he is with the number of firearm suicides 

in the United States, and with the role of law and policy 

in preventing those.  His general attitude is that gun 

policy must work to the benefit of the community; 

individual rights, such as the possession of property or 

the right to end one’s own life, are subjects he never 

discusses.  In line with those views, he has also argued 

that the best way to help poor people is to give money to 

their exploiters,14 theorizing that it will help modernize 

their societies as a whole, and that American society 

would do well to imitate the armed forces, with their 

social services, controlled incomes, and suppression of 

freedom of expression in the interests of public service.15  

The individual, in short, must serve the community, not 

the other way around.  Similarly, another Times 
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contributor explicitly rejected the notion that individual 

rights should ever be allowed to ‚trump the public 

good.‛16 

It is hard to imagine that Kristof’s communitarian 

attitude is not shared by the majority of Times 

contributors and editors, especially when similar views 

are betrayed by the paper’s increasingly deferential 

attitude towards state authority in general and the 

United States government in particular.  Prior to the 

beginning of the Iraq War, the paper assigned Judith 

Miller, a reporter with known sympathies for the Bush 

administration’s foreign policy agenda, and one whom 

her colleagues described as ‚a propagandist,‛ to 

spearhead the Times’s coverage of Iraq’s supposed WMD 

program.  Miller’s stories relied largely upon 

unconfirmed information fed to her by an Iraqi 

opposition politician, and helped make the case for war 

in the United States.17  Throughout the war, the Times 

frequently killed or ignored stories that would have been 

embarrassing to the federal government, often at the 

instigation of the directors of the NSA and CIA, as well 

as that of National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice.  

When reporter James Risen attempted to break the story 

of the NSA’s warrantless surveillance program, the paper 

first delayed it until after the 2004 presidential election, 

feeling that it would hurt Bush’s chances of reelection, 

then only reluctantly released it more than a year later.  

Risen subsequently won a Pulitzer Prize for his coverage 

--in spite of the Times’s resistance to publishing the story 

in the first place.18  Even in instances of domestic crime 

about which the editors feel strongly, the paper tends to 
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emphasize the prosecution’s case over that of the 

defense, as it did during the Duke lacrosse case in 2006.19  

Whether the government be blue or red at the moment, 

the Times is always pro-government.  Since the 

governments of New York City and New York state have 

passed strong gun control laws, the paper sees 

supporting gun control as being the same thing as 

supporting the government.  The Times may, perhaps, be 

leftist, as its editors claim, but if so, it represents a new 

kind of leftist thought, one that is pro-business and pro-

elite and must somehow manage to reconcile these 

attitudes with an ostensible concern for the everyman.  It 

accomplishes this in part by advocating for improved 

public safety through gun control. 

Every so often, the Times trots out pro-gun control 

conservatives to declare their support for new gun 

restrictions, trying to demonstrate by the presence of 

such guest contributors that gun control is truly 

bipartisan and common-sense.  One notable example was 

Republican Congressman Brian Mast, who, after writing 

at length about his US Army service, declared that 

military-style weapons designed for efficient killing were 

too lethal for civilian possession.  He also took the 

opportunity to call for universal background checks, an 

assault weapons ban, increased school security, and the 

prevention of firearm sales to any person even suspected 

of mental illness, involvement in terrorist activity, or 

threatening to attack a school.20  Mast’s views had been 

prefigured in the Times by those of Gen. Stanley 

McChrystal, who likewise expressed skepticism about 

civilian ownership of military weapons and advocated 
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background check expansions.21  These articles, printed in 

2018 and 2016 respectively, make an interesting contrast 

to a 2014 piece in which the Times acknowledged that 

gun control laws in the United States had historically 

been designed to ensure that civilians had access to 

military weapons for the purpose of militia service.22  The 

Times’s progressive views do tend to clash oddly with its 

support for a professional military and a clear separation 

between citizens and soldiers, as American democratic 

and populist traditions have typically emphasized the 

central roles of the militia and citizen-soldier in national 

defense. 

The fervor with which the writers and editors of 

the Times pursue gun control provides an excellent 

example of the pathological nature of urban 

communities.  They are so accustomed to an organized 

environment in which every aspect of life is controlled 

and managed--as it has to be in order for life to exist in 

one of the most densely packed cities in the world--that 

any disruption of that communal narrative, be it a mass 

shooting or a written defense of individual rights, results 

in hysteria among their ranks.  Committed to policies 

that they perceive are best for urban America in general 

and New York City in particular, they are unable to 

consider that the problems for which they so ardently 

seek solutions arise from their way of life itself.  

Furthermore, as urbanites, Times staff are accustomed to 

deferring to experts on the management of their societies 

in order to avert chaos.  On the issue of gun violence, 

military and paramilitary leaders are regarded as the 

experts, as are those who have suffered directly from gun 
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violence, an instance of the American preference for 

anecdotal evidence.23  When these individuals quite 

understandably say, for personal reasons, that it’s better 

to have fewer firearms, the Times makes their case its 

own.  Its staff could do nothing else, given their 

understanding of the world. 

In spite of the consistent respect it displays for 

authority, the paper routinely reports on protests, 

misconduct allegations, complaints, and screwups 

involving the NYPD.24  The Times has never addressed 

why, since it is ready and willing to admit the flaws of its 

hometown paramilitary, it is prepared to trust this 

paramilitary to enforce gun control laws without bias or 

neglect of due process.  Perhaps the mere presence of 

guns on New York City streets is so dramatic a threat to 

the city’s safety that even a corrupt and violent 

paramilitary can justify its actions as long as it can 

produce the occasional seized pistol or AR-15.  Or so the 

orientation of the Times’s coverage would incline the 

reader to think. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, the New York 

Journal ardently campaigned for an American war with 

Spain, with Journal owner William Randolph Hearst 

allegedly telling his artist in Cuba, ‚You furnish the 

pictures, and I’ll furnish the war.‛25  Though apocryphal, 

the quote accurately captures the attitude of the twenty-

first century New York Times towards gun violence.  

Presented with a social issue that it believes requires 

action, the paper pursues it exhaustively--and in the 

process, promotes the very behavior it protests to 

imitators.  As early as 1967, Tom Wolfe coined the term 
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‚pornoviolence‛ to describe the press’s habit of using 

graphic descriptions of violence to stir readers’ interest.26  

A highly-publicized mass shooting is likely to trigger 

other shootings for a period of roughly thirteen days 

after the event.  There has been at least one instance of a 

paramilitary officer refusing to release the name of a 

shooter in an attempt to prevent that shooter from 

receiving publicity that could inspire copycat killings.27  

Conversely, as the international terrorist gradually 

replaced the serial killer as the arch-villain of choice in 

popular fiction after the end of the Cold War, the 

incidence of serial killings dropped by 85 percent.28  The 

more stories and editorials that the Times publishes about 

mass shootings--and it now publishes hundreds every 

year--the more it increases the likelihood of additional 

mass shootings.  These subsequent incidents may then be 

used as added anecdotal proof of the need for gun 

control.  What began as a mere means to sell papers has 

since expanded into a righteous cause that allows editors 

and journalists to see themselves as servants of the public 

interest. 

Precisely what kind of gun control does the Times 

want?  The paper, through the mouths of its contributors, 

has been very specific about its policy preferences.  First 

and foremost, it constantly calls for universal background 

checks on all firearms sales,29 thereby eliminating the 

ability of individuals to buy, sell, or trade guns among 

themselves without allowing businesses, likely large 

corporations, to benefit financially from such 

transactions.  At the same time, the paper presses for the 

legalization of marijuana,30 knowing full well that the 
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conflict between legal marijuana and expanded 

background check requirements would prevent up to 

fifty-two percent of Americans from purchasing guns.  

The Times also favors raising the minimum age for gun 

ownership to 21, which would exclude more than 15 

million Americans,31 nearly five percent of the 

population, from an existing legal right solely on the 

basis of their age.  Simultaneously, it praised the 

Parkland shooting survivors for their anti-gun activism 

in spite of their young ages, calling them ‚outspoken and 

precocious‛ for exercising their right to free speech.32  It 

would appear that the Times has a carefully thought-out 

schedule of how human beings gradually grow into new 

rights as they age; it would no doubt be helpful to 

understanding the paper’s worldview if its editors could 

share this with the rest of the American public. 

On assault weapons, the paper’s stance is 

unequivocally negative.  Its most liberal proposal on the 

subject suggested that all owners of assault weapons be 

required to register those guns under the terms of the 

National Firearms Act, as ‚people who register weapons 

rarely commit crimes.‛  The author denied that 

‚reasonable limits on gun ownership‛--presumably 

including NFA registration--‚are a serious burden to 

law-abiding gun owners.‛33  He did not address how an 

NFA tax of $200 per weapon would increase the 

purchase price of a $600 rifle by thirty-three percent, or 

how this increase might affect the least privileged in 

society, a group for whom the Times likes to show 

particular concern.  More frequently, the Times advocates 

a total ban of assault weapons, giving that cause front-
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page prominence on one occasion.34  Like The Boston 

Globe,35 the paper has called for partial gun confiscation 

in order to remove assault weapons from circulation.36  

So far, it has avoided the incongruous behavior of The 

New Republic, which demanded the total confiscation of 

all guns37 shortly after the proprietor’s husband had 

attempted to burnish his political credentials by 

advertising his personal gun ownership.38  However, in 

its urgency to make its case that laws preventing the sale 

of assault weapons to out-of-state purchasers can stop 

mass shootings, the Times deliberately misrepresented 

Virginia law in its reporting on the 2013 Navy Yard 

shooting,39 a position rooted more in belief than in 

evidence. 

Taking guns away from those who might pose a 

threat to others, such as individuals accused of domestic 

violence, but have been convicted of no crime, is another 

favorite Times position, which the paper insists ‚almost 

certainly *saves+ lives.‛40  Through its advocacy of 

denying guns to those subject to protection orders or 

other administrative decisions, the paper implicitly 

expresses the legal opinion that the Fifth Amendment 

guarantee of due process of law is sufficiently met by a 

judge’s order.  That position ignores the finding of the 

Supreme Court in Wolff v. McDonnell that ‚some kind of 

hearing‛ was required before a person could be deprived 

of property.41  The paper would also like new safe storage 

requirements, monthly limits on how many guns an 

individual is allowed to buy, and federal research into 

the causes of gun violence and the means by which it 

may be prevented.42  Even more aggressively, the Times 
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has proposed that the federal government use its 

purchasing power to force gun manufacturers to alter 

their distribution practices if they wish to compete for 

federal contracts.  If a manufacturer doesn’t err on the 

side of caution when selling to a dealer, or does business 

with a dealer who sells guns without completed 

background checks, the paper holds, then the federal 

government should actively discriminate against that 

manufacturer in its buying practices.43 

At this point, the Times leaps off the mainstream 

gun control bandwagon and charges ahead into the 

unknown lands of science fiction.  The paper has also 

demand legislation that would compel gun 

manufacturers to introduce microstamping technology 

into all their products in order to make spent cartridges 

more easily traceable by paramilitary investigators.44  

When California began requiring microstamping 

capability on all new handguns, Smith & Wesson 

stopped selling handguns in the state, describing the 

concept as ‚unproven and unreliable.‛45  The National 

Shooting Sports Federation, the official gun 

manufacturers’ trade association, was more explicit: 

‚There is no existing microstamping technology that will 

reliably, consistently and legibly imprint the required 

identifying information by a semiautomatic handgun on 

the ammunition it fires. The holder of the patent for this 

technology himself has written that there are problems 

with it and that further study is warranted before it is 

mandated.‛46  Additionally, the Times wants American 

military and paramilitary forces to invest in ‚smart guns‛ 

in order to encourage their adoption by the general 



116 

 

public.47  The possibility that smart gun monitoring and 

jamming might someday prevent another shot from ever 

being fired in gun-free zones48 (presumably to include all 

urban areas) has seduced its editors entirely.  As a result, 

the paper has never commented on the numerous 

practical, economic, and legal problems surrounding 

smart guns, preferring to remain optimistic on the 

subject. 

Finally, the Times would like the Second 

Amendment repealed altogether.  In a 2017 piece, it again 

acknowledged that the original purpose of the 

amendment was to provide a citizen-based national 

defense, an idea it then proceeded to dismiss as ‚quaint.‛  

‚The Minutemen that will deter Vladimir Putin and Kim 

Jong-un are based in missile silos in Minot, N.D., not 

farmhouses in Lexington, Mass.,‛ the paper opined.49  

The following year, the Times produced former Supreme 

Court justice John Paul Stevens to make the same 

argument, this time terming the militia ‚a relic of the 18th 

century.‛  Stevens called the amendment the only thing 

blocking ‚constructive‛ gun control legislation and 

repeated the demand that firearms manufacturers should 

be held liable for the deaths of anyone killed by their 

products.50  ‚Expansive interpretations of the right to 

bear arms will be the law of the land--until the ‘right’ 

itself ceases to be,‛ the paper baldly stated.  ‚Take the 

guns--or at least the presumptive right to them--away.‛51  

In this respect, at least, the Times is consistent: 

recognizing that civil rights law would prevent the 

accomplishment of its goals, it campaigns to have that 

law abolished. 
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If the NRA is one bookend of the American gun 

control debate, the NYT is the other.  Both organizations 

are mirror images in their vehemence, their blending of 

fact and fiction, their neglect of logic, and their advocacy 

for deference to authority.  Both firmly believe that only 

good guys should have guns.  For the NRA, the 

definition of a ‚good guy‛ includes both government 

agents and cultural nationalists; for the Times, it is limited 

to the former.  Both favor deference to authority and the 

exclusion of broad swathes of the population from gun 

ownership based on theoretical risk factors.  Their 

apparently contending voices are in fact the same voice: 

that of an alcalde addressing peons, too disdainful of his 

audience to bother with making a strong case for himself, 

yet implicitly confident that they will defer to him.  It is 

the voice of an aristocracy of position rather than birth, 

but an aristocracy nonetheless. 

In its landmark 2015 editorial, the New York Times 

made its fundamental position on civil and human rights 

quite clear: 

 

No right is unlimited and immune from 

reasonable regulation.52 

 

It is worthwhile to compare this statement to a passage 

often quoted from another famous American historical 

document: 

 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal, that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain unalienable Rights. 
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Yes, Virginia, There Are Such Things As 
Assault Weapons 

 

 

The use of the term ‚assault weapons‛ in the 

presence of many gun rights advocates carries with it a 

certain risk of being derisively mocked.  ‚Assault 

weapons is a bogus term invented by the gun-ban 

lobbies, and has no meaningful, standard definition,‛ one 

pro-gun law professor declared,1 summing up the 

feelings of many gun owners who feel that their semi-

automatic rifles are being unfairly demonized for 

cosmetic reasons.  He could have at least appreciated that 

the term has largely replaced ‚assault rifles‛ in news 

reports, following a concerted effort by gun owners to 

highlight the differences between the two types of 

firearms.2  In general, gun lovers reject this neonym as 

illegitimate, while gun control advocates use it 

relentlessly. 

The term ‚assault weapon‛ does in fact have 

some legal meaning.  In the Federal Assault Weapons 

Ban of 1994, it was defined as any of a number of pistols, 

rifles, or shotguns incorporating multiple features 

deemed to make them more lethal to humans.  In the case 

of semi-automatic rifles able to accept a detachable 

magazine, these features consisted of any two of a 

folding or telescoping stock, a pistol grip, a bayonet 
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mount, a flash suppressor, and a grenade launcher.3  

California’s assault weapons ban, passed in 1989, defines 

an assault weapon, in part, as a semi-automatic centerfire 

rifle with a detachable magazine and any additional 

feature from a list including pistol grips, thumbhole 

stocks, folding stocks, grenade launchers, and flash 

suppressors, as well as any such rifle less than thirty 

inches long.4  This overlaps in part the US Army’s 

definition of assault rifles as ‚short, compact, selective-

fire weapons that fire a cartridge intermediate in power 

between submachinegun and rifle cartridges.‛5  In other 

words, an assault rifle must be capable of automatic fire; 

an assault weapon need not be.  A related term, ‚battle 

rifle,‛ has been used since World War II to denote either 

semi-automatic or automatic weapons chambered in full-

power rifle cartridges.6  An assault weapon, depending 

upon its chambering, might be a battle rifle--or it might 

not.  Given this ambiguity, gun advocates frequently 

propose the phrase ‚modern sporting rifle‛ in place of 

assault weapon.7  This, too, is less than adequate; while 

AR-15 rifles and similar designs are often used for sports 

shooting, calling them sporting rifles obscures their 

limited utility for traditional field sports, as well as their 

military origins. 

Referring to certain firearms as assault weapons is 

redundant, certainly.  A weapon by definition is 

designed for some form of assault, regardless of what the 

target of that assault might be.  It is almost as 

unnecessarily repetitive as Clausewitz’s definition of 

war: ‚an act of force to compel our enemy to do our 

will.‛8  When the use of force is implicit in the meaning of 
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a term, such as ‚compulsion‛ or ‚weapon,‛ it is 

unnecessary to repeat the modifier.  On the other hand, 

the phrase has come into common use to describe a class 

of objects not accurately denoted by existing 

terminology.  Lexicographers and linguists consider that 

a new word becomes part of a language when it meets 

three criteria: widespread use, sustained use, and 

meaningful use.9  As the phrase ‚assault weapon‛ is 

common in print and speech, has been in use for more 

than thirty years, and has a fairly consistent meaning in 

law, it meets all of these requirements and can reasonably 

be considered a valid part of a naturally evolving 

language. 

Alternatively, Americans could call these 

weapons what they are: infantry rifles, as indicated by 

their design history and the close association of many of 

their variants with the armed forces.  That solution 

would have the disadvantage of constantly reminding 

them that they are the militia that they like to pretend 

doesn’t exist.  So it’s back to assault weapons or modern 

sporting rifles, both less accurate terms--in spite of the 

way both sides of the gun debate claim that their phrase 

of choice is the only one sufficiently accurate to warrant 

use at all. 
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Hoplomania 
 

 

Reason is the inevitable first casualty of any 

firearms policy discussion in the United States.  

Advocates of gun rights and gun control alike contradict 

themselves, one another, American history, American 

law, and fundamental principles of human rights with 

blithe unconcern in their urgent need to see their own 

particular views prevail.  Indeed, the most remarkable 

thing about guns in America is not, as is often claimed, 

the sheer number of weapons in circulation, but the 

manner in which Americans are unable to coexist with 

guns without the latter provoking them to some sort of 

emotional outburst.  By definition, a firearm is simply a 

machine, ‚an assemblage of parts that transmit forces, 

motion, and energy one to another in a predetermined 

manner.‛1  Yet Americans do not treat firearms with the 

same sort of detachment that they bring to the 

contemplation of a hammer, an automobile, or an 

airliner.  Collectively and individually, they see weapons 

not as tools, but as totems.  Some ascribe them malign 

powers, others consider them repositories of benevolent 

forces, but virtually all have a strong emotional response 

to them.  Few Americans can contemplate guns with 

neutrality or indifference. 
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Often, an individual’s attitude toward guns and 

gun politics depends on the single question of whether or 

not he owns a gun himself.  Striking differences in 

political attitudes towards guns based on personal 

experience exist even within groups whose members are 

otherwise similar.  Among Americans who identify as 

conservative Republicans, sixty-nine percent of non-gun 

owners assert that gun rights are essential to their own 

sense of freedom, compared to ninety-five percent of gun 

owners.  Support for gun rights is nearly twice as high 

among liberal Democrats who own guns as it is among 

those who do not.2  Nationwide, only a third of non-gun 

owners see gun rights as important to freedom, 

compared to three-quarters of gun owners.  Thirty 

percentage points separate the responses of gun owners 

and non-gun owners when both groups are polled on 

their support for banning assault weapons, the creation 

of a federal gun registry, and expanding concealed carry.  

Comparable, though slightly smaller, gaps also separate 

them on more personal issues, such as the need to store 

guns in a locked place at home, store ammunition 

separately from guns, or take firearms safety classes.3  It 

is as if the mere act of buying or owning a gun alters the 

gun owner’s mental makeup.  Or perhaps simple self-

interest is responsible; someone who has just spent 

between $500 and $1000 on a firearm is not likely to look 

favorably on legislation that will prevent him from 

getting his money’s worth out of his purchase.  

Nevertheless, given that nearly a quarter of all gun 

buyers are first-time gun owners, a great many 

Americans must be dramatically changing their previous 
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beliefs all the time in order to accommodate their new 

possessions.  Nature is adept at providing explanations 

to fill a moral vacuum, even when those explanations are 

pistol-shaped. 

While the blue right shouts that fewer guns save 

lives and that decades of correlation do not imply 

causation, the red right is busy howling that the 

government is going to take everyone's guns away as 

part of a vague conspiracy against liberty.  The US 

government is certainly anti-gun, as shown by its neglect 

of the militia and its regulation of the background check 

process, but its anti-gun stance is a consequence of 

bureaucratic creep rather than of a conscious intent to 

disarm the population.  Same effect, different cause.  Out 

of self-interest, civil servants inevitably seek to prolong 

their careers, giving them a very personal incentive to 

expand the regulatory process wherever they can in 

order to create additional jobs, including new and better 

ones for themselves.  Sir Humphrey Appleby, the 

Cabinet Secretary in Yes, Prime Minister, famously 

praised the bureaucratic process for its success in 

providing civil servants with ‚months of fruitful work, 

leading to a mature and responsible conclusion.‛  The 

consequences of smaller government, he warned, could 

be disastrous for one’s career: 

 

But if we have regional government, they would 

decide it all in Nottingham, perhaps in a couple of 

meetings, the complete amateurs.  And what 

happens to us?  Much less work!  So we have 

much less power.  And if the right people don’t 
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have power, you know what happens?  The 

wrong people get it--ordinary voters!4 

 

Indeed, the entire debate over background checks 

exposes the West Wing vs. Yes, Minister fallacy inherent in 

the American understanding of government.  The West 

Wing preaches that a nation’s fate is determined by 

earnest, dedicated elected officials, whatever their 

political ideology; Yes, Minister teaches that the most 

powerful men in a nation are not its politicians, but its 

career bureaucrats.  Any Congressional proposal to 

substantially reduce federal gun control would quietly 

die as a result of the advice given to members of 

Congress by civil servants anxious to protect their own 

jobs and well able to make an apparently objective case 

for their vested interests.  The Bureau of Alcohol, 

Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, which describes its 

primary mission as enforcing federal firearms laws, had 

5,113 employees in 2017, an increase of over twelve 

hundred from its founding in 1972, while its budget had 

swelled from $74 million to $1.258 billion.5  Between 2011 

and 2018, the FBI increased staffing of the National 

Instant Criminal Background Check System by twenty-

two percent, and then demanded a further accession of 

fourteen percent in one year, along with a budget 

increase of $8.9 million.6  Seven hundred civil servants 

paid to do by hand what any credit card company does 

every day with computers.  An eventual, gradual 

expansion of gun control is an inevitable consequence of 

Parkinson’s Law.  There must be an enormous amount of 

cognitive dissonance present in a nation where every 
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healthy adult is legally a member of the armed forces, yet 

the government actively works to prevent many of them 

from obtaining or training with weapons. 

There is also a great deal of ignorance behind the 

frequent cries for background check expansion, as 

Americans do not realize just how many of them are 

already barred from gun ownership.  By 2040, assuming 

that existing background check requirements are not 

changed, between twenty and sixty percent of the 

population will be unable to purchase a gun from a 

dealer.  At the same time, ninety-two percent of 

Americans favor the institution of universal background 

checks,7 a measure that would close off all legal sales 

avenues except for those conducted through dealers.  As 

many as a hundred million Americans, nearly a third of 

the population, are willing to support a law that would 

prevent them from ever legally owning guns--because 

they do not realize how extensive the prohibitions 

already in place are.  The only alternative to this 

conclusion would be to assume that they are aware of the 

restrictions and are consciously voting to surrender their 

rights. 

Unbelievable as this sounds, it does happen 

perceptibly on a smaller scale.  Following a 2018 shooting 

at a Florida high school, protests by surviving students 

induced the state to raise the minimum age for firearms 

purchases from 18 to 21,8 thereby depriving more than 

seven hundred thousand people of a previously existing 

right9--including the protestors themselves.  They chose 

to exercise their right to free of speech in order to 

demand that the government take away some of their 
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other rights.  Claiming that they were too often 

discriminated against due to their age, they then insisted 

that the government expand its discrimination against 

them on the basis of their age.  Such behavior is a variety 

of masochism roughly equivalent to Martin Luther King 

arguing in favor of segregation, or Oscar Wilde 

supporting an anti-sodomy campaign.  Why does one 

support a policy that is not only against one’s own 

interests, but also injurious to others?  None of the 

protestors pointed out that added restrictions on gun 

ownership create more violence, not less, when 

paramilitaries enforce those restrictions.  Likewise, some 

Catholics support gun control on the grounds of the 

consistent life ethic, but that is not truly consistent unless 

it encompasses opposition to the taking of life by the 

military and paramilitary as well as by private 

individuals.  The use of force by the state to prevent 

private individuals from using force is still a use of force. 

The American paramilitaries constitute another 

major national inconsistency.  Americans pay $520 billion 

each year to punish--not prevent--$280 billion of crime.  

That is a very expensive revenge.  Included in that price 

are the costs of killing over a thousand people and 

injuring fifty-four thousand others annually.  An 

impartial observer might well assume that there is 

something unusual about a nation whose citizens pay a 

substantial amount of money each year in exchange for 

the chance to be shot without trial by their government.  

The average American is five times more likely to die in a 

paramilitary shooting than a terrorist attack,10 and 

twenty-three times more likely to be killed by a 
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paramilitary trooper than by a mass shooter.  These facts 

are well-publicized, yet Americans continue to place 

guns in the hands of the paramilitaries while electing 

anti-gun representatives and passing referenda to 

progressively reduce their own access to guns--because 

they believe that they themselves are more dangerous 

than trained soldiers.  When a private citizen kills, 

kidnaps, or tortures, that’s illegal; when the paramilitary 

does it, it’s not illegal. 

The growth of the paramilitaries is in turn due to 

the growth of the urban population within the United 

States.  For two centuries, Americans have been 

migrating from the country to the city, inverting their 

nation’s balance of power and thought in the process.  An 

oft-told variant of the American Dream narrative is that 

of a lonely young kid in the country yearning to grow up 

and move to the big city, where his talents will finally be 

appreciated.  The tale is one that is deeply embedded in 

Anglo-American culture as a modern morality tale.  The 

trouble with it, though, is that by moving to cities, 

Americans increase the population density in urban areas 

and thereby create additional conflict and violence.  

Then, instead of confronting the source of the problem 

(their own habits), they institute paramilitary forces in an 

attempt to control the violence they are constantly 

creating.  These forces not only fail to control the 

violence, they also generate additional violence by 

deliberately seeking out conflict with the rest of society.  

Under these circumstances, why do Americans move to 

cities?  Do they enjoy constant exposure to violence?  Do 

they relish the thought of being beholden to others for 
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affirmation and continued existence alike?  As the 

question applies to firearms, do they wish to create 

scenarios in which firearms will increasingly be used to 

commit crimes simply so that they can later demand gun 

control?  If uncharitably inclined, one could make the 

argument that The New York Times, for example, does 

precisely that.  Whether this counts as Munchausen 

syndrome, since the perpetrators are victimizing 

themselves, or Munchausen syndrome by proxy, since 

they are victimizing others, is not quite clear; arguably, it 

is a case of both. 

Americans widely pretend to see a qualitative 

difference between guns and other equally dangerous 

machines.  To take a notable example, there are roughly 

equivalent numbers of motor vehicles and firearms in the 

United States, and both result in approximately equal 

numbers of deaths each year,11 but the two types of 

devices are regulated quite differently.  Their similar 

lethality would reasonably suggest that, if a nation 

allows regulation of personal property in the first place, it 

should regulate both types of dangerous property in the 

same fashion and to the same degree.  The English legal 

writer A.P. Herbert explicitly compared the act of 

carrying a weapon in public to that of driving a car, 

noting that one activity was as hazardous as the other: 

 

[The] motor-car should in law be regarded as a 

wild beast; and the boast of its makers that it 

contains the concentrated power of forty-five 

horses makes the comparison just.  If a man were 

to bring upon the public street forty-five horses 
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tethered together, and were to gallop them at 

their full speed past a frequented crossroads, no 

lack of agility, judgment, or presence of mind in 

the pedestrian would be counted such negligence 

as to excuse his injury<.If, says Mr. Haddock, the 

respondent were to walk on a crowded pavement 

carrying a loaded gun and with his finger on the 

trigger, a pedestrian who was wounded by the 

accidental discharge of that gun would not be 

held guilty of contributory negligence by reason 

only that he had failed to keep out of the way or 

had omitted to proceed upon his hands and 

knees.12 

 

Some Americans on the blue right, mindful of this 

distinction, often argue the case in the opposite direction 

than Herbert did, reasoning that guns should be 

regulated like cars, and suggesting that such measures 

would result in more intensive regulation of firearms and 

consequently a safer society.  In reality, guns are 

regulated to a far greater extent in the United States than 

cars are.  No one must pass a background check to buy a 

car or get a driver's license, or be licensed simply to 

purchase a car.13  Requiring a license for the use of a 

dangerous machine is a completely different matter from 

requiring a license for possession of a dangerous machine.  

When licensed, drivers are not broadly prohibited from 

driving a car in public or using it on public property.  

Perhaps, since cars are just as dangerous as guns, they 

should be regulated like guns, at the federal level, with 

minimum purchasing ages, background check 
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requirements that would bar large portions of the 

population from car ownership, waiting periods, car-free 

zones throughout major urban areas, and a total ban on 

the manufacture of new high-performance cars that 

might pose an increased risk to public safety.  Perhaps, 

too, old-model cars should be confiscated from their 

owners if those cars are deemed too unsafe, and from 

individuals who are subject to restraining orders, just in 

case they might decide to drive their car through the wall 

of a relative’s house.  Why the dramatic difference in how 

the US population views these two types of lethal 

machines?  Americans think they need cars to go about 

their daily lives, since without cars they would be forced 

to walk or share public transport, incurring immediate 

discomfort.  Defense against foreign invasion, however, 

is not considered by most citizens to be a pressing 

problem; therefore, they see no reason to make guns 

easily accessible, especially since they have created a 

professional army to take over their responsibilities in 

that direction.  They fear, in short, those things which are 

inconvenient, regardless of the risk factors involved.  

Loss of life is an acceptable trade-off for convenience, but 

not for personal rights. 

Going further, they also see qualitative 

differences between types of guns.  Much of the hysteria 

surrounding assault weapons is traceable to the allegedly 

menacing appearance of such firearms.  The blue right 

hates any gun that looks like a military weapon (it would 

seem that military rifles are supposed to have an 

aesthetic style differing from that of civilian rifles).  

Meanwhile, the red right rushes out to buy just those 



131 

 

guns in order to prove a point, regardless of whether or 

not the purchasers need or want them.  Should they 

eventually have to use their assault weapons in self-

defense, they do not stand to benefit disproportionately 

from the guns’ high lethality; quite the reverse is true.  

Juries recommend considerably longer sentences for 

homeowners convicted of shooting burglars when the 

weapon involved is an AR-15.  This is up to three times 

as long as suggested sentences in instances where the 

weapon involved is the Ruger Mini-14, which fires the 

same cartridges and has many of the same features as the 

AR-15, but is less visually threatening.14  It is a point of 

view that requires no analysis and relies entirely on 

observation of external appearance--a point of dogma, in 

fact. 

If gun control advocates were truly serious about 

the unique threat posed by AR-15s, they would mobilize 

their wealthy donors to start buying up the companies 

that manufacture such rifles in order to take those guns 

out of production.  Since the AR-15 design is highly 

modular, most companies that manufacture components 

for such rifles are small businesses, not large 

corporations, which would make the takeover easier.  At 

the same time, the gun control movement could bring 

pressure to bear on hedge funds with investments in 

large gun manufacturers, using their cooperation to 

obtain the voting majorities needed to end AR-15 

production.  BlackRock, the largest investment 

management firm in the world, has already begun 

excluding firearms manufacturers from some of its funds.  

It has also stated its intent to vote its existing shares in 
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companies that deal in firearms in such a way as to make 

the behavior of those companies more socially 

responsible.15  Similarly, if wealthy anti-war activists 

were serious about stopping American foreign 

adventures, they would buy controlling interests or 

secure voting influence in all major military contractors, 

thereby denying the Pentagon the equipment it needs to 

prosecute overseas wars.  Neither faction has tried this 

approach, preferring instead to spend their funds on self-

promotion, which has the effect of suggesting to an 

observer that they aren’t really serious about fixing the 

problems they so loudly deplore. 

While Americans display mixed and highly 

inconsistent feelings about weapons on an individual 

basis, their attitude on a national level, as evinced by the 

conduct of their armed forces, is largely uniform.  For the 

most part, it consists of a quiet agreement to expend 

decades of research work and trillions of tax dollars on 

the development of machines more complex than guns 

that can kill with a smaller amount of human 

involvement.  This allows American soldiers and the 

American public to think of the deaths of foreigners in 

the abstract, as units in an industrial process, thereby 

placing emotional distance between themselves and their 

victims and minimizing their own perceived guilt.  So 

deeply in denial about its role has the military in 

particular become that, when protesters pour blood on 

military weapons to remind the public of what those 

weapons do, officers respond with furious indignation, 

unable to cope with the association between themselves 

and immediate, personal violence.  Nevertheless, the 
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American attitude that war should be made at a distance 

is well established, with a history dating back to the 

interwar period, when Mitchell and Seversky promoted 

the strategic use of air power to win battles at distances 

of thousands of miles.  Their vision was realized in the 

intercontinental bomber fleets of the postwar Strategic 

Air Command, in the development of ICBMs, and in 

attempts by the White House to direct every action of the 

Vietnam War using long-range communications systems.  

These concepts in turn gave birth to the twenty-first 

century possibility of war by drone, without ever actually 

deploying troops, and thereby to the US military’s new 

‚force protection‛ mentality, which requires that soldiers 

deployed abroad be prevented from dying at all costs.  

The Judge Advocate General of the Air Force praised the 

‚sterility‛ of air power and dismissed the infantry as 

‚boots-on-the-ground zealots‛ in a 2006 article before 

explaining that the focus of future US military strategy 

should be terrorizing whole populations into submission 

from the air.16  So successful have the armed forces been 

at convincing the public that future wars will be fought 

chiefly by machines that their own soldiers, steeped in 

this cultural awareness, are unable to cope with the strain 

of combat.  Shell-shock rates have increased steadily 

since World War I, when the phenomenon was first 

noted on a large scale.  Many Americans seem to be 

comfortable with having instruments of violence 

everywhere, in private life and in national life alike--but 

God forbid that anyone ever actually use them. 

Above all, there is a curious thread of deference to 

authority that runs subtly through the great American 
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gun debate.  The blue right invokes the experts, whether 

they be amateurs or professional killers themselves, and 

the red right elevates popular leaders from within its 

ranks who pride themselves on not being experts.  Both 

sides then proceed to let these men speak for them.  The 

NRA colludes with firearms manufacturers to drive up 

the price of weapons while The New York Times clamours 

for greater taxes on certain types of guns and financial 

penalties for the industry as a whole, both courses of 

action that tend to make guns more available to the well-

to-do.  The paramilitary shoots over fifty thousand 

people a year, but disarming the paramilitary is never a 

consideration; troopers are almost universally considered 

either above reproach or at least vitally necessary.  The 

regular military is honored and respected, and the 

constitutional concept that citizen-soldiers were 

supposed to forestall the existence of any such military is 

ignored.  Moreover, there is a substantial body of opinion 

that holds the average citizen should not be permitted 

military-grade arms at all, lest he try to fill the role of a 

soldier and thereby threaten the professionals’ jobs.  

Americans crowd steadily into cities and suburbs where 

the rates of violence and government regulation increase 

in tandem, and consider themselves fortunate to be thus 

doubly victimized.  Some jurisdictions, like New York 

City, even make it explicit that only the adsidui, the 

wealthiest in the state, are allowed to bear arms, and 

millions accept such law as right and proper.  Taken 

together, these indications suggest a confidence in elites 

and authority figures that is distinctly un-American.  It is, 

in fact, a tacit abandonment of the republic.  It is an 
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identity crisis on a national scale--and that, surely, is the 

maddest part of the problem. 
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The Biochemistry of Nonviolence 
 

 

Chemical signaling within the human body is 

performed by hormones and neurotransmitters.  These 

compounds may be produced either at the instigation of 

the brain, in response to an emotion or desire, or by other 

organs, as a response to environmental inputs.  All 

human behaviors involve a hormonal component 

contributed by the body’s endocrine system.  That 

component is bidirectional: it may originate either in the 

brain or the body and cause a response in the other.  

When it originates in the brain, the bodily response may 

be controlled by the brain through a conscious act of will.  

When it originates in the body, however, the brain is 

often consciously unaware that any hormonal component 

is affecting its behavior, particularly when that physical 

influence is spread out over a period of time.  Because 

hormones are bidirectional signals, an unnoticed physical 

reaction can influence conscious decision-making and 

thereby individual action.  Nature does not dictate to 

mankind, but it does provide gentle nudges. 

Certain hormones, when found in abundance in 

the bloodstream, or when unevenly balanced with other 

hormones, tend to increase an individual’s propensity for 

violent behavior.  Testosterone is the most thoroughly 

studied of these.  A person’s degree of testosterone 
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sensitivity is determined genetically, and high 

testosterone levels are associated with anger, aggression, 

competition, dominance behavior, violent crime,1 

antisocial behavior, and reduced generosity.2  Individuals 

with excess artificial testosterone, in the form of anabolic 

steroids, demonstrate similar behavior patterns.3  

Testosterone produces these effects by acting on areas of 

the brain responsible for threat processing and aggressive 

behavior, with individuals whose brains have greater 

sensitivity to testosterone reacting more strongly to 

elevated amounts of the hormone.4  High levels of 

norepinephrine, a stimulant stress hormone, increase the 

likelihood of irritability and aggression,5 as well as acting 

as a multiplier of aggression in individuals with 

confrontational tendencies.6  Surplus cortisol is associated 

with a higher risk of depression,7 and depression in turn 

is associated with violence, with those suffering from 

depression being three times more likely to commit 

violent crimes than the general population.  The risk of 

violence further increases with the severity of a patient’s 

depression.8 

Hormone deficiencies or imbalances are also 

capable of affecting an individual’s tendency to violence.  

Epinephrine, which triggers the fight-or-flight response, 

is found in smaller quantities in those convicted of 

violent crimes than it is in individuals convicted of 

nonviolent crimes or having no criminal conviction.9  

Among teenagers, epinephrine deficiency correlates with 

restlessness and aggressive behavior, and with a higher 

probability of adult criminal activity, while elevated 

epinephrine secretion correlates with the formation of 
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good social and personal relationships.10  This effect is 

observable in second-grade children as well.11  Low 

estrogen levels in women,12 and high estrogen levels in 

men,13 are linked to increased depression, particularly as 

individuals age. 

While all of these hormone imbalances can result 

from psychological causes, all can also result from 

physiological influences.  Successful competition of any 

kind, such as winning an athletic contest, participating in 

an election, or securing a mate, increases testosterone 

levels, as does a cultural background that emphasizes 

competition.  Even the act of handling tools associated 

with competition or violence, such as sports equipment 

or firearms, is sufficient to cause a temporary increase in 

male testosterone levels.14  Norepinephrine synthesis 

rises in response to exercise, cold, and stress,15 as well as 

to an overabundance of vitamin C.16  Intensive exercise17 

and the consumption of caffeine18 and alcohol19 trigger 

the release of excess cortisol.  Cortisol deficiency, on the 

other hand, causes reduced epinephrine secretion,20 as do 

disorders of the adrenal glands such as Addison’s 

disease.  High levels of the aromatase enzyme are 

responsible for the conversion of testosterone to estrogen 

in men, which may result from genetic predisposition,21 

chronic alcoholism,22 or obesity.23  In both sexes, normal 

aging also interferes with the testosterone-estrogen 

balance, increasing estrogen in men and diminishing it in 

women. 

If an excess of testosterone, norepinephrine, or 

cortisol, a lack of epinephrine, or an androgen imbalance 

can increase an individual’s propensity for violence, and 
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if any or all of these conditions can occur as a response by 

that individual to his environment, altering the 

environment will likely reduce the risk of that individual 

committing an act of violence.  When individual risk is 

lowered, community risk is lowered as well. 

Certain hormones and neurotransmitters also 

increase an individual’s propensity for nonviolent 

behavior.  Serotonin is known to trigger cooperation, 

harm avoidance, reciprocity,24 satisfaction, happiness, 

and optimism.25  It also moderates the effects of 

testosterone; individuals with high levels of both 

testosterone and serotonin are less aggressive than those 

with high testosterone but low serotonin.26  Conversely, 

serotonin deficiency increases aggression.27  Elevated 

serotonin levels in women have the effect of inhibiting 

pregnancy,28 suggesting that populations with generally 

high serotonin also have lower reproduction rates and 

reduced population growth compared to populations 

with lowered serotonin, and therefore less violence as a 

result of overcrowding.  The release of oxytocin promotes 

social bonding and sensitivity to the needs of others, 

although it can also strengthen indifference to others in a 

context where individuals identify strongly with a 

group.29  A dopamine surplus does not directly result in a 

sensation of pleasure, as often misstated, but it does 

stimulate the reward system within the brain, resulting in 

motivation,30 novelty seeking,31 and a positive mood.32  

Consequently, it also improves a person’s success in 

feedback-based learning.33  Elevated epinephrine levels 

increase attraction to others in social situations, an 

example of excitation transfer.34 
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As with those hormones that increase aggression 

and depression, each neurotransmitter that increases 

socialization and empathy can also be released in 

response to a physical stimulus.  The consumption of 

carbohydrates tends to produce raised serotonin levels.  

Consumption of protein, on the other hand, leaves them 

unchanged or reduces them.35  Increased exposure to 

sunlight also increases serotonin, along with physical 

exercise.36  Additionally, some psychedelic drugs, 

including psilocybin, DMT, mescaline, and LSD, simulate 

the effects of serotonin by targeting the 5-HT receptors in 

the brain’s serotonin system.37  Short-term alcohol 

consumption increases serotonin levels, while long-term 

consumption lowers them.38  Warm temperatures,39 

massage,40 physical contact,41 and sexual activity42 trigger 

oxytocin synthesis, as do music43 and singing,44 which 

also have an impact on reducing cortisol levels.  

Dopamine release is inhibited by obesity or high 

consumption of saturated fats,45 and stimulated by 

regular exercise,46 yoga and meditation,47 massage,48 

sexual activity,49 short-term cannabis use,50 and 

immersion in cold water.51  A diet including turmeric52 

and green or black tea53 has beneficial effects on 

dopamine production.  Sugar consumption also triggers 

dopamine release,54 as does the use of cocaine and 

amphetamines,55 although these substances carry high 

risks of dependency and abuse.  Both dopamine and 

serotonin, as well as norepinephrine, are increased by 

elevated nicotine levels.56  Epinephrine synthesis rises in 

response to any unfamiliar situation or source of 

emotional arousal.57 
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High levels of serotonin, oxytocin, and dopamine 

can increase an individual’s empathy for others and 

diminish aggression.  If these elevated levels can occur as 

a response by an individual to his environment, an 

environment that stimulates increased production of 

these hormones will logically lead to a lower incidence of 

both individual and community violence. 

This hypothesis is confirmed to some extent by 

anthropological research.  Increased exposure to sunlight 

reduces the incidence of robbery, rape,58 and suicide,59 as 

well as an individual’s risk of developing cardiovascular 

disease and cancer.60  Obesity, as a significant cause of 

depression, is linked to higher rates of violence, 

particularly within families.61  A lack of multivitamins 

and trace minerals in an individual’s diet correlates with 

a higher likelihood of violent behavior; supplementation 

of these deficiencies has also been shown to dramatically 

reduce the commission of violent acts by violence-prone 

individuals.62  Alcohol consumption is widely associated 

with increased violence, with the annual number of 

violent deaths attributed to alcohol use standing at 

248,000 worldwide as of 2004.63  Cannabis legalization 

has resulted in falling crime rates in jurisdictions that 

now permit its consumption,64 while a single use of 

psychedelics has been shown to render an individual 12 

percent less likely to commit assault and 27 percent less 

likely to steal.65  Societies that discourage interpersonal 

physical contact and frequent sexual activity have higher 

rates of crime and violence than those that encourage 

physical intimacy.66  Children who attend two music 

classes a week demonstrate lower aggression than those 
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who have no musical involvement.67  Regular exercise 

decreases stress and aggression and is associated with a 

decrease in violent behavior, particularly among 

women.68 

Americans spend 93 percent of their time indoors 

or in vehicles,69 and as a result, at least 77 percent have 

insufficient vitamin D levels as a result of inadequate 

exposure to sunlight.70  Forty percent of adults and 

nineteen percent of children are obese, with both adult 

and child obesity having increased by a third since 1999.71  

Substantial proportions of the population (ranging from 

25 percent to 60 percent) are deficient in vitamins A, C, 

and E, as well as calcium and magnesium.72  Twenty-four 

million American adults consume an average of two 

alcoholic drinks a day; another twenty-four million 

average ten drinks per day.73  Cannabis and psychedelics 

are classified under American law as having greater 

potential for abuse and less medical utility than 

amphetamines and opiates,74 and their distribution is 

sometimes punished with life imprisonment.75  

Americans between the ages of 18 and 29 average less 

than six minutes of sexual activity per day, with the 

number falling to just over three minutes for those 

between ages 40 and 49.76  They also average only 

seventeen minutes of exercise per day.77  The United 

States has one of the lowest rates of interpersonal 

physical contact in the world, yet Americans increasingly 

strive to penalize physical touch, as well as working to 

render it unnecessary through technological advances.78 

All of these behaviors, due to the way they act on 

the human endocrine system, increase an individual’s, 
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and thereby a society’s, propensity for violence.  All are 

part of the American cultural paradigm. 
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