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“The accessibility of a firearm permits the instantaneous metamorphosis of a law-abiding (hot-headed?)
person into a murderer.” Those words were penned by Lester Adelsoni twenty-two years ago. Adelson had
perfectly articulated the “weapons effect” hypothesis: guns provoke impulsive, violent responses, and the
presence of firearms anywhere (except in the hands of certain government employees) is therefore to be
feared.

An armed neighbor, going berserk without warning, is the stuff of nightmares. Can firearm madness
suddenly afflict any of us simply because of proximity to a gun? If so, with firearms present in about half of
all American households, is there not ample reason to fear our next-door neighbors and their children?

On April 9, 2002, 42-year-old Seaside Heights, New Jersey, off-duty police officer Ed Lutes “snapped”
and went on a shooting rampage.i Armed with a handgun and a rifle, Lutes killed five people and wounded
his own police chief, before turning one of the guns on himself and committing suicide. The incident received
national media attention.

Lutes had no known history of mental illness. As more information about the incident came to light, it
was learned that the relationship between Lutes, a decorated 15-year veteran and member of his department’s
S.W.AT. team,ii and many of his neighbors was less than cordial. A law enforcement source said that one of
the victims had recently been acquitted of sexually assaulting a member of Lutes’ family.iv

Few of us like all our neighbors. But then, few of us set out on a homicidal rampage to eliminate those
neighbors whom we dislike. Was the presence of a firearm responsible for Ed Lutes” shooting rampage, and if
so, in what way?

According to the weapons effect hypothesis,” the presence of a firearm triggered an already-angered Lutes
to violencei However, two other assumptions about firearm-related violence have become murkily
intertwined with the weapons effect hypothesis. The accessibility thesis i tells us that the pervasive presence
of firearms in Lutes’ life was the predominant factor that allowed him to override what he perhaps viewed as
a too-easily forgiving criminal justice system. The instrumentality thesisvii tells us that if Lutes had not had
access to a firearm, he would have used a less lethal means for acting out his aggression, and six people might
still be alive today, albeit injured.ix

This triad comprises the key premises used to justify many contemporary restrictive gun initiatives.

1. PREVIOUS RESEARCH
A. Berkowitz and LePage

The weapons effect hypothesis dates back to a 1967 article by psychologists Leonard Berkowitz and
Anthony LePage.x “Weapons as Aggression-Eliciting Stimuli”s summarized the results of their experiment on
100 male undergraduate psychology students at the University of Wisconsin. Berkowitz and LePage proposed
that the mere sight of a firearm could trigger aggression from an “already angered” person because of the
learned association between violence and guns.

In this experiment, each subject was paired off with a partner. Test subjects were informed that they were
participating in a study of “physiological reactions to stress” during problem-solving tasks. The subjects did
not know that their partners were actually confederates of the two researchers.



During the experiment, subject and confederate were placed in separate rooms. Mild electric shocks, the
“stress” component, were administered by the confederate. The subject was told that the number of shocks
would be based on the quality of his performance of a task; the greater the number of shocks administered,
the poorer job performance was judged to be.si However, the number of shocks administered by the
confederate was predetermined (either one shock, or seven), and was independent of the performance of the
subject.

Berkowitz and LePage reasoned two groups of subjects would be created. The group of “angered”
subjects received the maximum number of shocks, thereby making them “physically uncomfortable.” The
researchers believed they were made to feel “humiliated.” The control group of “unangered” subjects
received just one shock from their confederate partner.

For the second part of the experiment, the pair exchanged rooms and the subject was seated at the table
upon which the “shock key” was placed. The subject then “graded” the confederate partner’s job
performance. Some of the time, a 12-gauge shotgun and .38-caliber revolver were casually and inadvertently,
the subject was told, left in plain view on the table. In all instances, subjects were told the guns were to be
“disregarded.”

Berkowitz and LePage interpreted the number of shocks administered to the confederate lab partner as a
measure of aggressive behavior on the part of the subject.sii The “angered” group of subjects administered a
greater number of electric shocks to the confederate, and held the shock key down longer, when the shotgun
and revolver were left on the table next to the subject, compared to when nothing or neutral objects such as
badminton racquets and shuttlecocks were present.

Berkowitz and LePage concluded: “If a person holding a gun fires it, we are told either that he wanted to
do so (consciously or unconsciously) or that he pulled the trigger ‘accidentally.” The findings summarized here
suggest yet another possibility: The presence of the weapon might have elicited an intense aggressive reaction
from the person with the gun, assuming his inhibitions against aggression were relatively weak at the
moment.” In discussing the experiment in Psychology Today a year later, Berkowitz flatly stated: “Guns not only
permit violence, they can stimulate it as well. The finger pulls the trigger, but the trigger may also be pulling
the finger.”siv

B. Failed Attempts at Replication

As Kellermann has pointed out, “the strongest proof of the validity of any study is independent
replication by others.”s Subsequent attempts to reproduce the findings of Berkowitz and LePage have met
with mixed results, even when researchers strictly followed the original design and procedures.xi

Several researchers discovered that the presence of firearms appeared to create an aggression-inhibiting
effect, 7.e. a negative weapons effect. As Toch and Lizotte noted, “many studies have failed to replicate the
Berkowitz and LePage findings and some have even reported opposite findings.” i

It would be worthwhile to further examine aggression-inhibiting effects of weapons to achieve a better
understanding of this laboratory phenomenon. If such an effect were indeed valid, both inside and outside
the laboratory, then understanding the effect might help in defining policies that make for a less violent
society.

Similar observations were made by Carlson, ¢ a/ii who acknowledged the occurrence of “frequent
failures to replicate the weapons effect” and that “outcomes opposite to the predicted direction of [the] effect
are fairly common.” To systematically assess how subjects react to unpleasant cues in their environment, they
analyzed the results of twenty-three experiments. Among the cues to which subjects were exposed in an
attempt to elicit aggression were: hostile verbalizations, actual weapons or pictures of weapons, bumper
stickers with a hostile theme, the pointing out of unpleasant physical characteristics of the subject, and even
Ku Klux Klan-like clothing. Although some cues aroused significant aggression, in those studies limited to
the use of actual weapons there was as much inhibition of aggression as there was stimulation of aggression,
and “a nonsignificant, near-zero average effect-size value was obtained.”

Klecksx analyzed twenty-one “weapons effect” studies and observed that “The ‘weapons effect’ has been
detected only among people with no prior experience with guns.” He also observed, “the more closely the
experiments simulated real-world situations . . . the less likely they were to support the weapons hypothesis.”
This is not surprising in view of the fact that the consequences of the actions of the experimental aggressors



were neither serious nor permanent. It is quite another thing when the consequences of one’s actions can be
lethal, or when there is a significant risk of punishment by the law.

C. Subject Non-cooperation

Toch and Lizotte also questioned whether the results of this type of laboratory study could be
extrapolated to the real world.» The problem lies in the inherent limitations of laboratory settings. In a
discussion of the attempts of subsequent researchers to replicate the original findings of Berkowitz and
LePage, Zillmannsi emphasized the fact that the weapons were placed at the center of attention during the
experiment, noting that “This element of procedure has sparked considerable controversy and in fact has led
to the faulting of the original findings.”

Zillmann also pointed out that many subjects, on seeing the weapon, instinctively understood that there
was some hidden motive for its presence despite the elaborate cover story provided by the various
researchers.i One team of researchers found that hostility was directed toward them because of the
fabricated cover story, rather than toward the lab partner. This, they believed, may have accounted for the
fact that some subjects “were non-cooperative, seeming eager to thwart the experimenter’s efforts and to
‘louse up’ the experiment.”xsii

Ellis, et al,=v noted: “We tried various ways of convincing the subject that the weapons he saw belonged
to his student-partner—he was going hunting after the experiment, he was from ROTC, and so on. None of
these worked. On more than one occasion subjects actually burst out laughing at our efforts. The reaction
seemed to us to be perfectly justified.” What average person would expect to find a shotgun and revolver
casually lying next to him in the course of a psychology experiment?xsv

The only evidence in the literature that appears to support the validity of a weapons effect hypothesis
outside the laboratory setting is derived from a study on homicides in Ohio.=+ The interpretation of this data,
however, is dependent on the objectivity of the researchers; and the intellectual honesty of the convicted
offenders they studied.

One of the stated purposes of the study was to “identify situational or environmental factors related to
the homicide.” The researchers interviewed 50 persons convicted of committing a firearm-related homicide
between 1982 and 1985. They noted, “Forty-eight percent [of the perpetrators| reported they didn’t intend to
shoot the victim when they drew the weapon ... [Flindings from this investigation suggest that the homicide
was an impulsive act committed with a readily accessible firearm. .”

If the perpetrator had no intention of firing the gun, then one might logically conclude that the
perpetrator had no control over his or her actions. Therefore, “the trigger pulled his finger,” and “the gun
made him do it.”

While Wright and Rossi also noted a high percentage of “weapons effect excuses” from this same type of
data, their interpretation was entirely different. They ascribed an ulterior motive for claiming that the firing of
the gun “just happened” as an attempt by the perpetrator “to present his gun use in as sympathetic fashion as
possible.” i

Since violent criminals today know that they will be held less culpable for their actions by a judge and a
jury (and society) by offering such an excuse, many criminals do just that. They reinforce the perception that
the weapons effect hypothesis has validity, a perception readily accepted (and perpetuated) by those who are
gullible or politically-biased.

D. Anderson’s Word-Response Tests

Anderson, et alxii gave prima facie validity to the weapons effect hypothesis. Their study, consisting of
two separate experiments, was intended to validate the cognitive priming process,=ix the currently accepted
theoretical mechanism by which the weapons effect is thought to operate.

Citing the original Berkowitz and LePage experiment, they stated: “[M]ore than three decades later, it is
clear that this ‘weapons effect’ is real. It has been observed...in field settings as well as the psychological
laboratory....It is clear that the presence of a weapon—or even a picture of a weapon—can make people
behave more aggressively. In essence, the gun helps pull the trigger.”



The authors, however, cited no evidence to support their claim that the weapons effect has been
observed “in field settings,” or that people behave more aggressively in the presence of a weapon outside the
artificiality of a laboratory setting. They simply identified research that was done in the outdoors instead of in
a laboratory room.

In a 1975 experiment, for example, Turner, e a/x> had a confederate stop his pick-up truck at an
intersection and remain stationary after the traffic light had turned green. The subjects in the experiment were
the drivers stuck behind the immobile truck. Sometimes the truck had a rifle mounted on a gun rack plainly
visible to the driver of the car, and sometimes there was no rifle present. Aggression was measured by the
amount of horn-honking that ensued when the driver of the car was unable to proceed.

While this may technically be classified as an experiment conducted in a “field setting” since it was
conducted outside of a conventional laboratory, to claim that the outcome had any relation to the “weapons
effect” is scientific sleight-of-hand and outright misrepresentation. All the horn-honking in the world does
not translate to a real-world manifestation of the “weapons effect” as defined by Berkowitz and LePage.

In Anderson’s first experiment, the subject sample consisted of 35 undergraduate students, approximately
an equal number of men and women ranging in age from 18 to 24 years enrolled at the University of Missouri
(Columbia). Subjects were told that the purpose of the study was “a test of reading ability of various types of
words.”

Stimuli were presented to the subject on a computer screen in the form of “prime” words, and “target”
words which were categorized as either “aggressive” or “non-aggressive.” Two categories of prime words
were used: weapon wotds (shotgun, machete, fist, bullet, dagger, and grenade), and animal words (rabbit, bug, dog, bird,
butterfly, and fish).

For the experimental procedure, a prime word was presented to each subject for 1.25 seconds, followed
by a blank screen of 0.5 seconds duration. Then, a target word was presented. The subject’s task was to recite
the target word as quickly as possible. The computer was equipped with a microphone to measure the time
between the presentation of the target word and the first sound made by the subject.

In this part of the study, the researchers found that, on animal-primed trials, subjects were 0.005
seconds=:i slower at naming aggressive target words than at naming non-aggressive words. For weapon-
primed trials, however, subjects named aggressive target words 0.009 seconds faster than they named non-
aggressive words. The authors claimed that these results provided “clear support for the priming
interpretation of the weapons effect,” Ze. that “the mere cognitive identification of a weapon increases the
accessibility of aggression-related concepts in semantic memory.”

In the second experiment, the subject sample consisted of 32 male and 61 female psychology students
also enrolled at the University of Missouri (Columbia). This time, subjects were told they were participating in
a study of “accuracy and speed at reading.”

Instead of words, however, the prime stimuli consisted of black-and-white line drawings of weapons
(guns, swords, and clubs—3 different pictures for each category, for a total of 9 weapons) and of plants
(fruits, trees, and flowers, also 3 different pictures for each category).=i The prime stimulus was presented as
in the previous experiment, and the subject was instructed to call out the category as quickly as possible.
Again, a blank screen appeared for 0.5 seconds. Then the target word was presented and remained visible on
the screen until the subject called it out.sssii

The researchers found that after exposure to plant pictures subjects were 0.005 seconds faster at naming
aggressive target words compared to non-aggressive words. However, after exposure to weapon pictures,
subject reaction time decreased, and subjects were 0.011 seconds faster at naming aggressive target words
compared to non-aggressive words. “Thus,” the authors state, “the overall weapons effect was 6 ms” (0.006
seconds). In making this statement, it is clear that the authors have confused a measurement of the theoretical
cognitive priming process with the so-called “weapons effect” in essence creating a “weapons effect” out of
thin air.

The authors concluded: “These two experiments demonstrate that simply identifying weapons increases
the accessibility of aggressive thoughts . . . that thinking about weapons increases accessibility of aggressive
concepts in general...Does the gun pull the trigger? Extant research suggests that it does. Our research
demonstrates one way that exposure to weapons might increase aggressive behavior—by increasing the
accessibility of aggressive thoughts.”



But did the authors really demonstrate what they claimed?

Insomuch as “gun” might well be associated with “shoot” or “murder,” when it comes to the non-
weapon primes they selected, there is no such logical link. For example, while butterfly was used as a prime
word, the words “flutter,” “fly,” and “cocoon” were nowhere to be found. If the idea was to explore whether
a certain word would trigger a class of words, such as “gun” triggering the entire class of aggressive words,
why did not the authors compare this effect with similar effects for animal primes? The word “rabbit” is likely
to trigger “carrot,” “ears,” “chew,” and “hop,” but that was not tested. In addition, potentially threatening
primes like “lion,” “shark,” or “rattlesnake” should have been used to determine whether these would have
elicited the same aggressive tendencies. If they had been used, and the same effect found regardless, the
argument would be much more compelling v

Although the currently accepted explanation of priming processes may have merit, the presumption that
these laboratory pathways lead to inappropriate action outside the laboratory setting has not been
scientifically validated. There is no evidence that aggressive action will follow even the most aggressive
thoughts. Using scientific-sounding language to obfuscate the lack of hard data implicating the weapon as the
culprit constitutes subversion of the scientific method. The researchers’ statement “if a person is struck in the
back and experiences pain—the activation input gained from the mere presence of the gun may be sufficient
to trigger the retaliation script....”” amounts to the political abuse of science.

II. PREDICTIVE VALUE OF THE WEAPONS EFFECT HYPOTHESIS

Aside from laboratory replication, another means of determining the validity of a hypothesis is to
examine how well it predicts the future, compared to what would be expected on the basis of chance alone.
In the case of the weapons effect hypothesis, those predictions have not fared well.

A. Ordinary People

If guns facilitated the transformation of ordinary people into killers, it would be reasonable to expect to
find ordinary people killing victims all over the country. They are not. Instead, we know that the best
predictor of violent behavior by a person is not proximity to a weapon, but prior violent behavior. Adelson
insisted that “The killers are ‘typical Americans’, 70 percent of their victims are friends or relatives.”x Yet as
Suter pointed out, “the FBI’s definition of acquaintance and domestic homicide requires only that the
murderer knew or was related to the decedent. That dueling drug dealers are acquainted does not make them
‘friends.”

It would also be reasonable to expect that, if the weapons effect hypothesis were correct, as the number
of guns in America rose, so should firearm-related violence. During the last fifty years, per capita firearm
ownership increased by more than 250 percent, and the size of the civilian gun stock increased by 500
percent.xxvi In 1945, the size of the civilian gun stock (long guns and handguns) was estimated to be about 47
million guns. By 1975, this figure had jumped to nearly 140 million and by 1994 that figure had jumped to
about 236 million. The weapons effect hypothesis predicts that we should have seen a steady increase in
violence, and we did notxwii In fact, while the last 20 or so years were characterized by significant
fluctuations in the overall U.S. homicide rate,=ix the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported
that, between 1993 and 1997, the firearm-related death rate had dropped to the lowest level in more than 30
years.x

In a pivotal study on defensive gun use in America, Kleck and Gertzsi found that only 24% of people
who use guns defensively actually fired the gun. As Kleck later commented, “More commonly, guns are
merely pointed at another person, or perhaps only referred to (“I've got a gun”) or displayed, and this is
sufficient to accomplish the ends of the user.”si How, then, is it possible to reconcile the weapons effect
hypothesis with the finding that even when being criminally attacked or threatened, 76% of defensive gun
users did not fire their gun?

XXXVi



B. The Rochester Study

Of particular relevance to the weapons effect hypothesis is some of the data from the Rochester Youth
Development Study.«ii This ongoing study tracked approximately 1,000 7th and 8th grade adolescents for a
petiod of 4-1/2 years—until they reached 11th and 12th grade, respectively.sv

The subjects were students from the Rochester, New York, public school system who, at the
commencement of the study, were in attendance during the 1987-88 academic year. The researchers noted
that the sample population represented the entire range of 7th and 8th grade students. They intentionally,
however, selected more students from high-crime areas, and fewer from low-crime areas, because their goals
were to identify factors that led to delinquency and drug use, and to develop policy initiatives for reducing
such activity.

One aspect of the study’s analysis was to determine how the pattern of firearm acquisition and possession
by juveniles affected their behavior. For this part, the subjects were limited to males,» and three groups of
adolescents were identified: those who owned legal guns initially comprised 3% of the sample (approximately
20 boys); those who owned illegal guns comprised 7% of the sample (approximately 47 boys). The remainder,
about 605 boys, reported that they did not own a gun. This information on gun ownership was obtained at
the time the youngsters were in 9th and 10th grades when most were 14 and 15 years of age.xvi

It is of special interest that the least violent of these three juvenile groups were young gun-owners who
had been “socialized” into gun ownership through a family member--usually the father. As the researchers
noted: “Parents who own legal guns socialize their children into the legitimate gun culture. Those parents
who do not own guns are unlikely to socialize their children in that manner.”

Among the study’s specific findings were that children who acquired guns in a lawful manner (from
relatives) never committed firearm-related crimes (0%), whereas children who acquired guns illegally often did
so (24%; compare this to 1% in the non-gun-owning sample who did so). Children who acquired guns in a
lawful manner were less likely to commit any kind of street crime (14%) than children who did not own guns
(24%), or than children who acquired a gun illegally (74%).

The presence of firearms in their lives apparently reduced socially undesirable aggressive behavior among
the group of legal gun-owning children. This phenomenon should be explored more fully in order to
determine how placing a lethal weapon in the hands of an adolescent can restrain aggressive impulses.

Although the Rochester study was not intended to be an investigation of the weapons effect hypothesis,
the study provides another means of assessing validity of the hypothesis. If there is a weapons effect,
adolescents should have exhibited it, since the emotional stability of this age group tends to be more
turbulent than in adulthood.=i As any parent of an adolescent knows, heated, passionate arguments and other
lesser conflicts are inevitable during this period. While firearm-related crime committed by some of the gun-
owning boys did take place, delinquent behavior facilitated with the use of a gun is premeditated, not an “act
of passion.” Premeditated violent crime does not fall under the purview of the impulsive behavior predicted
by the weapons effect.

Every one of the study’s youngsters had a gun within easy reach or knew where to find one quickly.xbii
Lizotte and Krohn#x noted that “those desiring a handgun have no trouble obtaining them from an
underground economy.” Yet not one of the subjects grabbed for a gun in the heat of the moment and shot
his mother, his father, his sister, or his brother. Doors may have slammed shut with explosive force,
expletives may have been lobbed around—but bullets didn’t whiz by. How can this finding be reconciled with
the predictions of the weapons effect hypothesis?

II1. IMPLICATIONS OF THE ROCHESTER STUDY

The lesson to be learned, however, is more than just the lack of weapons effect validity: the Rochester
study shows how attempts to extinguish America’s traditional gun culture may result in unintended societal
problems. The differences in behavior between the group of young gun-owners who have been socialized
into the gun culture through the family, and those who have not, are significant and their ramifications
profound.

For example, let us review the issue of firearm safety. That gunowners in the U.S. are overwhelmingly
safety conscious can be inferred from the ever-downward spiral of firearm-related accidental deaths which



continues to this day.! It is reasonable to assume that when an adult presents a gun to a child, the safety of the
child—and those around him—become of paramount concern to that adult. The adults have a high stake in
teaching the child to safely and responsibly handle that gun, respect for what the gun can do, and a detailed
knowledge of how the gun works.

Contrast the teenager who is taught about guns by an adult family member with the youngster who
acquires a gun illegally—from the black market, or from a friend (who may have acquired the gun illegally,
too). All knowledge about the use and workings of that firearm is learned in a clandestine manner
necessitated by the legal consequences of discovery of possession of that firearm.

Because of today’s almost unintelligible, often contradictory and complex maze of firearm laws—
especially those that pertain to possession and use in an urban setting— adults ate increasingly unable to take
children to the local range for target practice, or to seek out the help of professionals for safety and
marksmanship training. Under such circumstances, knowledge of how a gun works, and what it is capable of,
is determined by what is learned on the street and what is seen in the movies and other media—not
necessarily accurate sources for the responsible handling of firearms.

In America, firearm ownership continues, for the most part, to be kept in the family, handed down from
one generation to the next. But near-prohibitory firearm controls will ensure that the primary modality for
youngsters to learn about guns changes. Summarizing the Rochester evidence, Lizotte and Tesoriero
concluded: “Boys who own legal guns are socialized by their parents and pose no threat to society....general
policies should #o# be targeted at youth (and their fathers) who own guns for legitimate purposes.” (emphasis
in original). Removing adults from the cycle of firearm ownership may threaten the present declining trend of
firearm-related accidents and may also perversely change the nature of America’s traditional peaceable
sporting gun culture.

Weapons effect fear is being used to incrementally destroy the most socially beneficial means of
introducing children to a wholesome gun culture. During the last decade, the number of schools that have
rifle teams dramatically declined.t Only in certain locations, it appears, are gun-owning parents willing to make
a determined commitment and resist social pressures within the school system.

IV. REDUCING GUN AVAILABILITY

Since any one of us might become an unpredictable perpetrator of firearm rage, weapons effect
proponents use their model as a justification for decreasing firearm availability to everyone. Kleck termed this
the “blunderbuss” approach, premised on the supposition that “it is impossible to distinguish between low-
risk and high-risk candidates for gun ownership, that everyone is a potential killer, and that serious acts of
violence and other criminal acts committed with guns are common among people with no previous record of
violence. i

This rationale forms the basis of gun surrender programs, which encourage firearm owners to turn in
their guns to the government in exchange for money or some other inducement. Such programs would make
sense if the weapons effect hypothesis were indeed valid. Even if criminals did not give up their guns, fewer
non-criminals would succumb to the aggression-evoking madness caused by proximity to a firearm, thereby
resulting in lowered levels of firearm-related violence.

Has this been the case?

In April 2000, the Clinton administration allocated $2.6 million to fund the BuyBack America campaign,
an 84-community program designed to “buy backlv unwanted guns and raise awareness about gun safety.”
Kansas City, Kansas, mayor Carol Marinovich praised the program, stating: “The gun buyback program is an
important step toward making our community safer.”’

Such a claim, however, was made without any social science evidence.

Romero, ¢t al, ¥ declared that “Exposure to a gun—particularly a handgun—has repeatedly been
associated with a substantial increase in risk of fatal firearm violence.” They claimed that “Gun exchange
programs may reduce risk for firearm violence among some participants...” However, the authors made no
attempt to measure whether there was any actual reduction in firearm-related violence attributable to the
surrender program. In fact, they measured only characteristics of people turning in their guns.

Three years later, Yurk, et alvi reported on a firearm surrender program in Portland, Oregon sponsored
by Ceasefire Oregon. The program operated on two consecutive Saturdays each year between 1994 and 2000.



The authors described the media campaign which preceded the annual event. In addition, they noted, “The
gun turn-in program was linked to an educational programvii targeting all sectors of the community
[especially, physicians and schools] on the many aspects of gun danget” throughout the year. Among the
specific messages emphasized was that “a gun in the home is a danger to you and your family.”x

No attempt was made to determine changes in outcome measures of firearm mortality or morbidity.
Indeed, the authors cited the study by Romero, ¢# a/, and acknowledged that “Gun Turn-In programs . . . have
demonstrated very little impact on other community indicators such as firearm injuries, deaths, and crimes.”

Wintemute later offered a rationale as to why research on gun surrender programs does not show a
reduction in violence: “Buybacks remove generally no more than 1 or 2 percent of the guns estimated to be in
the community.” It is only because of such insignificant numbers that “there has never been any effect on
crime results seen.”

The result of removing a large quantity of firearms from a population has indeed been studied. Meddings
and O’Connor measured the incidence of weapon injuries before and after a U.N.-mediated peace
agreement in northwestern Cambodia in the early 1990s. Although it was estimated that “around 25-50% of
[Cambodia’s combatant factions were]...believed to have been disarmed™si during the peacekeeping
operation, and although a stable government was left in place at the time of departure of the U.N., no
reduction in firearm-related violence was observed. What Meddings and O’Connor found, instead, was that
firearm-related injuries rose.

If the weapons effect hypothesis or accessibility thesis were valid, at least some decrease in firearm-
related injuries should have been evident.

V. REDUCING GUN AVAILABILITY BY CONTROLLING THE TRIGGER

Mandatory “trigger-lock” or “safe storage” laws have been increasingly proposed as reasonable firearm
safety measures. Have these lessened firearm-related injuries? In theory, these laws reduce the number of
firearms available for immediate access and also the potential for unauthorized use.

It is an implied undertlying fear of firearms, rooted in the weapons effect hypothesis that is the selling
point for such regulations. Emotion sometimes substitutes for fact, and the harms of private firearm
ownership are emphasized while the benefits ignored.

For example, in 1998, Sen. Richard Durbin (D-IL) called on Congtess to enact legislation requiring gun-
owners to secure their firearms when not in use or face criminal charges i Violations would result in fines up
to $10,000 and a year in prison. Said Durbin, “I am sorry to tell you that I can give you two reports today
from this weekend of children killing children with gunsiv they took from their parents. I am sorry to report
to you that by next weekend I’ll be able to give you even more.”

In 1999, llinois Gov. George Ryan signed into law a measure that would require gun owners to keep
their guns locked away from children under 14 living in the same household. Said Ryan, “This law is
designed to prevent innocent children from injuring or killing themselves or others.” What Ryan failed to
point out was that such incidents are a statistical rarity. He further failed to disclose the costs of complying
with his proposal.

Do these laws work as their proponents promise? There is strong evidence to show that just the opposite
is the result.

In 1999, McClurg predicted that with the implementation of a Federal child access prevention law (i.e.
trigger-lock or “safe”-storage law), there would be a reduction in firearm deaths and injuries of all types.=i He
described the problem of rendering such a secured firearm ready for self-defense, if the need arose, as
“nonexistent.”

That was not the case in Merced, California, in August 2000, when an insane pitchfork-wielding man
attacked Jessica Carpenter’s 7-year old brother and 9-year-old sister.wii Jessica’s father had kept a gun in the
home, and his children had learned how to fire it. Jessica, age 14, was a very good shot. But by California
law, i the gun had to be locked up when the parents were not home. When the murderer attacked, Jessica
was unable to retrieve the gun to save her siblings. She ran to a neighbor, and begged for help, but the
neighbor refused to intervene. By the time the police showed up, a 7-year-old boy and 9-year-old girl had
been gruesomely stabbed to death with the pitchfork.



The children’s great-uncle said, “If only Jessica had a gun available to her, she could have stopped the
whole thing . . . . Maybe John William and Ashley [Jessica’s younger brother and sister] would still be alive.”
He added that their father “was scared to death of leaving the gun where kids could get it because he’s afraid
of the law. He’s scared to teach his children to defend themselves.” In the end, it was compliance with
California’s “safe”-storage laws—and the fear of being prosecuted for their violation— that resulted in the
loss of the two Carpenter children. This tragedy represents the hidden cost of what many refer to as
reasonable gun laws, and it’s rarely talked about by “safe”-storage advocates.

Compare the Merced outcome to what happened in South Bend, Indiana.kix On the evening of February
4, 2002, an 11-year-old boy found his grandmother, Sue Gay, with a box cutter held to her neck by 27-year-
old Tony Murry. The fifth-grader ran upstairs and retrieved a handgun. Despite Murry using Gay to shield
himself, enough of the attacker was exposed, and the youngster fired one shot, hitting Murry in the chest. As
a newspaper detailed, “The fifth-grader may not have been just a lucky shot. This is a family that knows
guns.” St. Joseph County Prosecutor Chris Toth later stated, “The young man reasonably believed his [grand-
|mother and himself to be in danger of dying...He did what he had to do.”

In discussing child access prevention laws, Wintemute noted: “States have passed laws imposing criminal
penalties on adults whose negligence allows children to gain access to firearms with a resulting injury or
death...At this time there is no good evidence that the laws are effective.”x

Lott and Whitleyi analyzed the effects of safe storage laws from data spanning nearly 20 years. What
they found was that not only was there “no support that safe storage laws reduce either juvenile accidental
gun deaths or suicides,” but such laws cost lives by making it more difficult to have a firearm ready for a
sudden emergency. During the first 5 years after the passage of “safe-storage” laws, the group of 15 states
that had adopted them experienced significant increases of murder, rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. As
Lott and Whitley noted, “these storage requirements appear to impair people’s ability to use guns
defensively.”

If the weapons effect hypothesis were valid, removing more guns from ready availability in those states
where safe-storage laws are in force should have been accompanied by decreased levels of firearm-related
violence. They were not.

VI. BLUNDERBUSS POLICIES

Berkowitz’ claim that the trigger pulls the finger is unambiguous and helped set the groundwork for the
justification of increasingly restrictive “blunderbuss” firearm laws designed to reduce civilian firearm
availability. Those laws, premised on the weapons effect, have failed to work as promised toward reducing
firearm-related violence in our society.

Even so, demands for ever harsher restrictions continue. For example, in an article published in
Pediatrics =i Katherine Kaufer Christoffel, a pediatrician and leading firearm prohibitionist, expressed concern
about firearm injuries in America’s pediatric population. According to Christoffel, “most shootings are not
committed by felons or mentally ill people, but are acts of passion that are committed using a handgun that is
owned for home protection.” Her solution to firearm-related injuries to children included but was not limited
to: gun-owner liability, total firearm licensure and registration, ammunition modification to decrease lethality,
and “banning [handgun| possession in locations where children live and visit.” Christoffel suggested that
pediatricians should become involved as “advocates in the political process...[for] reducing the accessibility of
guns in the environments of children and adolescents ....Our goal is to reduce the use of guns—and thereby,
danger from guns—near and by children and adolescents...Every incremental step in the direction of
reducing the availability of firearms in the environments of children and adolescents is a positive step toward
reducing their risk of injury and mortality from firearms.”

Since children can be found virtually anywhere, even in condominiums whose bylaws restrict permanent
residence to adults, Christoffel’s recommendations amount to a de facto ban on all guns.

American gun-owners have been subjected to a plethora of “blunderbuss” restrictive gun laws. Firearm
licensing and gun-owner registration, especially with regard to handguns, have been used to effectively
prohibit ownership in some urban jurisdictions. In addition, many laws have been enacted to ban entire
classes of guns i such as “assault weapons” (self-loading firearms with a military or futuristic appearance)biv



and “junk-guns” (also referred to as “Saturday Night Specials”).xv Firearm rationing (i.e. “one-gun-a-month”)
laws have been enacted in South Carolina, Virginia, and Maryland.

More recently, .50 caliber “sniper” rifles have become the target of a ban by U.S. Rep. Rod Blagojevich
(D-I) i Blagojevich stated, “This is a weapon that should never have been allowed for civilian use in the
first place.” Under his proposal, the sale of such rifles would be prohibited to civilians, and those who already
own them would be required to undergo a criminal background check and have them registered with the
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, under the same rules applicable to machine guns.

Suter,wi identified the tactic of incrementally outlawing guns one group at a time: “Some guns are ‘too
big (‘assault weapons’); some guns are ‘too small’ (handguns). Some ammunition penetrates ‘too much’
(armor piercing ammo); some ammunition penetrates ‘too little’ (‘hyperdestructive’ hollow point ammo).
Some guns are ‘too inaccurate’ (‘Saturday Night Specials’); some guns are ‘too accurate’ (scoped hunting rifles
or ‘sniper rifles’)....What the anti-self-defense lobby never tells us in their fairy tale is what guns and
ammunition are just right'—Dbecause, for these extremists, there is no gun or ammunition that is ust right.””

Another means of attempting to reduce firearm availability has been to limit the number of retail and
other outlets engaged in the lawful transfer and sale of firearms. Between the time the Brady Act was passed
in 1993, and the end of October 1997, the number of Federal firearm licenseest«ii dropped 287,000 to
79,224 =i« One factor accounting for this decrease was that, under the Clinton administration, the procedure
for applying for a new license, as well renewal of an existing license, became exceedingly complex and
burdensome, discouraging both renewals and prospective licensees.

At the same time, many municipalities sharply restricted or banned firearms dealer within their
jurisdictions.ki As a U.S. Department of Justice report noted, “some communities have limited the number
of Federal firearms licensees (FFL’s) that are allowed to sell firearms. Zoning and other municipal ordinances
that restrict permissible gun sale locations (e.g., in residential and school zones) and impose conditions on
gun sales are effective strategies used by many jurisdictions to reduce the degree to which communities are
saturated with guns.” ki

The use of the weapons effect to buttress the philosophical justifications for firearm-prohibition (the
ultimate goal) has also been resorted to on a global scale. Such efforts to eliminate the civilian possession of
small arms have today become internationally coordinated.

For example, in “Small Arms Survey 2001,” the authors declared: “It is not only the availability of arms—
it is the arms themselves that condition violence ....The more accessible the tools of violence, the more likely
they are to be used.” =i Regarding the genocide in Rwanda, v the authors focused blame away from the
inaction of the international community, and instead implicated the vast number of small arms and other
weapons sold to the Rwandan government: “just before the killing began, peacekeepers estimated that 85
tons of weapons...[were] distributed throughout the country.”

A similar claim was asserted in a report by the International Committee of the Red Cross: “Arms
transfers into Rwanda as tensions increased...are widely considered to have encouraged and facilitated” the
genocide in that country.=xi The implication was that mobs of armed civilians were crazed by their proximity
to mortars, rocket-propelled grenades, assault rifles, sub-machine guns, and millions of rounds of
ammunition i and commenced killing each other evi

The reality in Rwanda was that firearms and other weapons were not evenly available to all segments of
the population. The victim segment was defenseless and weaponless, previously disarmed by laws enacted in
1964 and 1979. The firearms were purchased by the government and issued by the government only to the
police, the army, and “trusted civilians.” six There were relatively few weapons in the hands of the genocide
victims. This disequilibrium significantly lowered the cost to the government of Rwanda and its henchmen
for the commission of genocide. Had the victims been better armeds—had firearm availability been greater—
the genocide might have been prevented, or at least the magnitude of the violence might have been
moderated.

VII. CONCLUSION

Blaming “the gun” absolves one of personal responsibility, and denies the existence of free will—that
man, regardless of external forces, can choose his actions. Increasingly, the weapons effect hypothesis has
amounted to an excuse for murderers to eschew culpability. It is but one variation of the modern tendency to



manufacture excuses for criminals, following the same line of reasoning that we should not hold muggers
morally accountable for their actions because they grew up in an environment of poverty.

Blaming “the gun”—as weapons effect proponents would have us do—is easy because of the obvious
correlation between the one who was shot, and the weapon that was used. The idea is comforting to many
because it promises a quick fix to the complex problems of society. But the underlying causes are swept under
the carpet and solutions that truly hold the promise of mitigating the ills of society are ignored or discarded.

The weapons effect hypothesis is the fanciful creation of highly educated researchers, many of whom
have an irrational fear or loathing of firearms. It is a perversion of science to declare that experiments using
strange circumstances to manufacture findings of aggression are proof that the weapons effect hypothesis is
valid.

We suggest a more relevant type of “weapons effect” experiment. Place a subject and a gun, loaded with
blanks, in a realistic environment.x Insert all possible aggressive cues in that environment. Then measure the
percentage of subjects who pick up the gun and point it at the confederate, and note how many of these
actually fire the gun. Is this not the real-world outcome Berkowitz and LePage described? Our prediction is
that the gun will not be picked up and pointed at the confederate as long as the subject is not made to feel
that his personal safety is in jeopardy, or as long as he is provided a pathway for safe retreat.

It is an undeniable fact that aggression exists in humans, but many researchers make the mistake of
assuming that the accessibility of aggressive thoughts is inherently bad. The assumption ignores the fact that
aggressive behavior is sometimes warranted and desirable (e.g., self-defense against terrorists or other violent
attackers). Berkowitz complained that our society takes “a lenient attitude toward what is sometimes called
defensive aggression. It is quite permissible, even admirable, for a man to defend with vigor not only himself
but his family, his home and his country, and not only his physical safety but his principles of honor, law and
democracy.”=i What would Berkowitz think about the act of “aggression” performed by Sue Gay’s 11-year-
old grandson? What would he wish for were his own grandson about to be killed by a criminal? A “shock
key?”

Researchers who say they are “measuring aggression,” and then perform a bait—and—switch to redefine
what they measured as a “weapons effect,” are fooling themselves. Having aggressive thoughts does not
translate into the lethal kind of “weapons effect” that Berkowitz and LePage hypothesized.

A new generation of weapons effect proponents would have us believe that ordinary American gun-
owners are like Pavlov’s dogs learning to salivate upon hearing a bell: put them near a gun, and they will shoot
themselves or some other innocent. As Leonard Berkowitz put it, “Gun control may not be too effective in
protecting ordinary citizens against criminals or Presidents against assassins, but it may, nevertheless, save
some ordinary citizens from other ordinary citizens like themselves.”xii

Such a profoundly pessimistic view of human nature presumes that most of us are incapable of
controlling our actions. If we are to believe that simply seeing a firearm will cause us to think about
murdering one another and make us more likely to commit the act, we must also concede that we are gravely
lacking of free will—mere slaves to our environment—and that we can easily and completely be dominated
by mind-control tactics like subliminal advertising and frenzied propaganda.

Doesn’t mankind deserve more credit?
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