


THE
FIGHT
OVER
GUNS
MERICA
Mass shootings have reignited the debate over 
gun control. Here’s what you need to know.
LAST MONTH, FOLLOWING A SPATE o f mass shootings, 
an emotional President Barack Obama stated tha t he was 
using his executive powers to  try  to  stem gun violence.
The steps he announced—the only ones he could take 
w ithou t approval from  Congress—included expanding the 
number o f gun sellers required to  conduct crim inal 
background checks, hiring more people to  carry out those 
checks, and ordering better tracking o f lost guns.

Across the country, people reacted to  the president’s 
move w ith  both applause and anger. The role o f firearms in 
the U.S. has been debated since the coun try ’s founding. Is 
an Am erican’s right to  carry a gun p ro tected  by the 
Constitution? Should the governm ent be able to  prevent 
people from  carrying guns? As firearms have become 
more powerfu l and mass shootings have filled the news, 
argum ents over gun contro l have grown more heated.

The U.S. has many more guns—and gun deaths—than any 
other developed country. In 2014, there were more than 
33,000 such deaths in this country. W ould stric te r gun 
contro l laws help lower this number? Congress, like the 
nation, has long been d ivided and hasn’t  passed m ajor gun 
contro l legislation in tw o  decades. Here’s what you need 
to  know about the debate. __ *.



N A T I O N A L

t  What is gun 
control?
Gun control is a broad term that 
covers many kinds of restrictions.
It can include regulations about 
what kinds of firearms can be 
bought and sold and who can 
possess or sell them. Gun control 
can also involve the responsibility 
a seller has to check a buyer’s 
background and whether a 
gun sale should be reported to 
the government.

The term is also used to refer to 
limits on types of ammunition and 
the size of magazines (the part of 
the gun that holds ammunition).

In recent years, gun control 
debates have focused primarily on 
three issues: background checks 
for buyers, laws regulating who 
can carry weapons in public, and 
the kinds of guns that are available 
for purchase.

One of the most contentious 
arguments is over who should be 
allowed to possess assault rifles. 
These military-style weapons,

capable of firing multiple bullets 
quickly, have been used in many 
recent mass shootings.

f  What is the 
state of federal 
gun control?
Federal law prohibits specific 
groups of people from owning 
firearms. The list includes 
convicted felons, immigrants 
without legal status, and people 
diagnosed with certain types of 
mental illness.

The Brady Handgun Violence 
Prevention Act, passed by Congress 
in 1993, requires licensed gun 
dealers to conduct background 
checks on potential buyers through 
a database run by the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI).
This check is meant to prevent the 
sale of guns to someone who is 
prohibited from owning one.

But the system has major holes 
in it. Perhaps the biggest is that 
many small-scale sellers, who 
claim to be “hobbyists,” aren’t

required to conduct background 
checks. Because many of these 
private sellers do business at gun 
shows, this is frequently referred 
to as the “gun show loophole.” 
President Obama’s executive 
actions attempt to close this 
loophole at least partly, but most 
experts agree that their effect 
will probably be limited.

From 1994 to 2004, federal 
law banned the sale of many 
types of assault rifles and high- 
capacity magazines. But since the 
law expired, repeated efforts to 
renew the ban in Congress have 
failed. Only in seven states and 
the District of Columbia have 
assault rifle controls survived.
(See “What is being done about 
gun control?,” p. 16.)

#  Where does 
the American 
public stand?
Gun control is one of the most 
divisive issues in the U.S. today. 
When Americans are asked
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Left: President Obama announced 
executive actions attempting to 
control the flow of guns last month. 
Above: An armed supermarket 
customer in Texas, the latest state 
to allow people to carry their 
weapons in public

whether they favor stricter gun 
laws, they’re about evenly divided 
on the issue, according to a recent 
Pew Research Center poll.

Most Democrats and city 
dwellers favor more restrictions. 
Most Republicans and people in 
rural areas—who are much more 
likely to own guns (see charts at 
left)—favor protecting gun rights.

But there’s more consensus on 
some specific measures: When 
asked in the Pew poll whether 
private gun sales should be subject 
to background checks, 88 percent 
of Democrats and 79 percent of 
Republicans favored it.

♦  What are 
the arguments 
against gun 
control?
Gun rights advocates see weapon 
possession as a matter of individual 
rights. They say that people have 
the right to arm themselves for 
hunting, self-defense, and sport— 
or just because they want to.

“WE KNOW 
THAT WE 

CAN’T STOP 
EVERY ACT OF 

VIOLENCE.
BUT WHAT 

IF  WE TRIED 
TO STOP 

EVEN ONE?"
Rather than being a danger, gun 

owners say, weapons can make 
society safer. They maintain that 
guns give people the power of self- 
defense, and dissuade criminals 
from victimizing people who might 
be armed.

In particular, gun rights 
supporters say that an armed 
citizen can stop a mass shooter. 
“The only thing that stops a bad 
guy with a gun is a good guy with 
a gun,” said Wayne LaPierre, a

top executive at the National Rifle 
Association (NRA).

Debates over gun rights often 
come down to how a person 
interprets the Second A m endm ent 

to the U.S. Constitution. Americans 
have endlessly argued over the 
language and context of this 
passage, written in 1788: “A well 
regulated m ilit ia , being necessary 
to the security of a free state, the 
right of the people to keep and bear 
arms, shall not be infringed.”
Gun rights advocates say that 
means individuals have the right to 
own guns. Gun control advocates 
say it refers to the people’s 
collective right, through a militia.

For generations, the U.S. 
Supreme Court avoided directly 
addressing the issue. But in 2008 
and 2010, the Court ruled, in 
two 5-to-4 decisions, that the 
Second Amendment protects an 
individual’s right to keep a loaded 
firearm for self-defense. The rulings 
have only stoked the disagreement 
about what kinds of limits society 
can place on gun ownership. —>
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N A TIO NA L

#  W h a t a re  th e  
arg u m en ts  fo r  
gun control?
People who favor gun control think 
that the more people who carry 
weapons, the more likely it is that 
everyday disputes can turn deadly. 
They cite figures equating high gun 
ownership with high gun violence.

According to a 2007 report, 
there were 88.8 guns per 100 
people in the U.S., far more than 
in other developed countries. A 
United Nations study revealed 
that the U.S. had 3.21 firearm 
homicides per 100,000 people in 
2010, the highest among developed 
nations. (See chart, p. 14.)

Advocates say that tougher gun 
laws in other countries keep deaths 
down there. Australia, for example, 
had 13 mass shootings between 
1979 and 1996. But after a gunman 
killed 35 people in 1996, the 
country passed strict laws banning 
many weapons. It hasn’t had a 
mass shooting since.

Laws that place “common sense” 
restrictions on buying and owning

G U N  R IG H T S  
A D V O C A T E S  

S E E  W E A P O N  
P O S S E S S IO N  

A S A
MATTER OF  
INDIVIDUAL 

RIGHTS
weapons would still allow law- 
abiding people to have firearms 
while resulting in far fewer deaths, 
gun control advocates say. It’s 
not a question of disarming the 
public—nobody’s going to take 
away hunting rifles—but a matter of 
where to set sensible limits.

#  W h y  are  gun  
contro l laws so 
controversial?
For many politicians, particularly 
those in rural states, supporting 
gun rights is critical to getting 
re-elected. Also, the NRA and other

gun rights groups are powerful and 
well-funded. Many politicians fear 
them. After Colorado enacted new 
gun controls in 2013, these groups, 
collectively known as the gun 
lobby, successfully petitioned for a 
special recall election targeting 
Democratic state senators who’d 
supported the measures. The 
legislators were voted out of office.

Fearing that any additional 
restrictions will lead to the outright 
banning of weapons, the gun lobby 
has become more unyielding in 
recent years. For example, the 
NRA now opposes measures like 
more-stringent background checks, 
which it once supported.

#  W h a t is being  
done ab o u t gun  
control?
Most gun controls in the U.S. exist 
at the state level. Some states have 
more rigorous background check 
systems than the federal one. Some 
require a license or permit to own a 
gun, but most don’t.

After 26 people were killed in 
a 2012 shooting at an elementary 
school in Newtown, Connecticut, 
New York and Connecticut passed 
new restrictions on assault rifles and 
large-capacity magazines. Although 
these laws were challenged by gun 
rights groups, a federal appeals 
court upheld them last October.

But in other parts of the country 
there is much more resistance to 
gun laws. Some states have gone

◄ Many Americans fear that any gun 
controls at all will lead to the outright 
banning of weapons. Often, following 
national conversations about gun 
restrictions, gun sales spike. This was 
true in December, after President 
Obama called for new gun restrictions. 
This cartoon comments on the trend.
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*  GUN OWNERSHIP RATES BY STATE
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Alaska and Hawaii are not drawn 
to scale or placed in their 
proper geographic positions.

Like ownership rates, gun laws vary by state. A

O  CALIFORNIA has som e of

few  examples o f the differing regulations:

O  CONNECTICUT A fte r the
the s tr ic te s t con tro ls  in the 
nation. A new law  a llow s a 
person to pe tition a judge to 
rem ove a f ire a rm  fro m  a fam ily  
m em b er capable of vio lence.

O  TEXAS As of January, Texas 
became the m ost populous 
sta te  to a llo w  lega l gun ow ners 
to ca rry  f ire a rm s  openly in 
public. Private businesses like  
S tarbucks can ban them .

G  INDIANA Loose regu la tions 
in th is  g u n -frie nd ly  state a llow  
fire a rm s  from  gun shows to 
flow  re g u la rly  to g u n -s tr ic t 
Chicago, Illino is , w here  they 're  
used in m any crim es.

2012 shootings in Newtown, 
th is  s ta te  broadened a ban on 
new assau lt weapons and 
requ ired  background checks 
fo r gun shows.

SOURCE: Injury Prevention, 201 3  da ta

in the opposite direction, making 
it easier to buy and carry guns.
In Texas, for instance, a new law 
allows people to carry handguns 
openly in most public places. In 
Kansas, gun owners are no longer 
required to have a license to carry 
concealed weapons.

The wide variety of regulations 
in different states allows guns to 
flow freely across state lines. For 
example, more than two thirds of

guns used in crimes in New York 
City—which is in a state with very 
strict gun laws—come from states 
with weaker gun laws. Only federal 
legislation could address the issue, 
and lawmakers aren’t likely to 
agree on that anytime soon.

One thing nearly everyone can 
agree on: The arguments among 
Americans about gun control will 
continue. In the end, say gun rights 
supporters, gun laws never keep

bad guys from getting guns—only 
law-abiding citizens. But gun 
control advocates maintain that 
doing nothing will only make the 
situation worse. “We know that 
we can’t stop every act of violence,” 
the President said last month. “But 
what if we tried to stop even one?” ♦

Adapted from "Gun Controt Explained" 

by Richard Perez-Peha. Originally 

published in The N ew  Y ork  T im es.

B How does your community view gun control versus gun / 5 k  Watch a video about the Second

rights? Can you see the validity of a different viewpoint? I8F Am endm ent at schoiastic.com/js.
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