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SUMMARY:
... There is a compound assertion that (a) guns are uniquely available in the United States compared with other modern
developed nations, which is why (b) the United States has by far the highest murder rate. ... Nevertheless, critics of gun
ownership often argue that a "gun in the closet to protect against burglars will most likely be used to shoot a spouse in a
moment of rage ... The problem is you and me--law-abiding folks;"that banning handgun possession only for those with
criminal records will "fail to protect us from the most likely source of handgun murder: ordinary citizens;" that "most
gun-related homicides... are the result of impulsive actions taken by individuals who have little or no criminal
background or who are known to the victims;" that "the majority of firearm homicide[s occur]... not as the result of
criminal activity, but because of arguments between people who know each other;" that each year there are thousands of
gun murders "by law-abiding citizens who might have stayed law-abiding if they had not possessed firearms." ...
Rather, if firearms availability does matter, the data consistently show that the way it matters is that more guns equal
less violent crime. ...

TEXT:

[*650] INTRODUCTION

International evidence and comparisons have long been offered as proof of the mantra that more guns mean more
deaths and that fewer guns, therefore, mean fewer deaths. n1 Unfortunately, such discussions are all too often been
afflicted by misconceptions and factual error and focus on comparisons that are unrepresentative. It may be useful to
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begin with a few examples. There is a compound assertion that (a) guns are uniquely available in the United States
compared with other modern developed nations, which is why (b) the United States has by far the highest murder rate.
Though these assertions have been endlessly repeated, statement (b) is, in fact, false and statement (a) is substantially
so.

Since at least 1965, the false assertion that the United States has the industrialized world's highest murder rate has
been an artifact of politically motivated Soviet minimization designed to hide the true homicide rates. n2 Since well
before that date, the Soviet Union [*651] possessed extremely stringent gun controls n3 that were effectuated by a
police state apparatus providing stringent enforcement. n4 So successful was that regime that few Russian civilians now
have firearms and very few murders involve them. n5 Yet, manifest success in keeping its people disarmed did not
prevent the Soviet Union from having far and away the highest murder rate in the developed world. n6 In the 1960s and
early 1970s, the gunless Soviet Union's murder rates paralleled or generally exceeded those of gun-ridden America.
While American rates stabilized and then steeply declined, however, Russian murder increased so drastically that by the
early 1990s the Russian rate was three times higher than that of the United States. Between 1998-2004 (the latest figure
available for Russia), Russian murder rates were nearly four times higher than American rates. Similar murder rates also
characterize the Ukraine, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and various other now-independent European nations of the former
U.S.S.R. n7 Thus, in the United States and the former Soviet Union transitioning into current-day Russia, "homicide
results suggest that where [*652] guns are scarce other weapons are substituted in killings." n8 While American gun
ownership is quite high, Table 1 shows many other developed nations (e.g., Norway, Finland, Germany, France,
Denmark) with high rates of gun ownership. These countries, however, have murder rates as low or lower than many
developed nations in which gun ownership is much rarer. For example, Luxembourg, where handguns are totally
banned and ownership of any kind of gun is minimal, had a murder rate nine times higher than Germany in 2002. n9

Table 1: European Gun Ownership and Murder Rates (rates given are per 100,000 people and in descending order)

Nation Murder Rate Rate of Gun Ownership

Russia 20.54 [2002] 4,000

Luxembourg 9.01 [2002] c. 0

Hungary 2.22 [2003] 2,000

Finland 1.98 [2004] 39,000

Sweden 1.87 [2001] 24,000

Poland 1.79 [2003] 1,500

France 1.65 [2003] 30,000

Denmark 1.21 [2003] 19,000

Greece 1.12 [2003] 11,000

Switzerland 0.99 [2003] 16,000

Germany 0.93 [2003] 30,000

Norway 0.81 [2001] 36,000

Austria 0.80 [2002] 17,000

Notes: This table covers all the Continental European nations for which the two data sets given are
both available. In every case, we have given the homicide data for 2003 or the closest year thereto
because that is the year of the publication from which the gun ownership data are taken. Gun ownership
data comes from GRADUATE INSTITUTE OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES, SMALL ARMS
SURVEY 64 tbl.2.2, 65 tbl.2.3 (2003).

The homicide rate data comes from an annually published report, CANADIAN CENTRE FOR
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JUSTICE STATISTICS, HOMICIDE IN CANADA, JURISTAT, for the years 2001-2004. Each year's
report gives homicide statistics for a dozen or so foreign nations in a section labeled "Homicide Rates for
Selected Countries." This section of the reports gives no explanation [*653] of why it selects the
various nations whose homicide statistics it covers. Also without explanation, the nations covered differ
from year to year. Thus, for instance, murder statistics for Germany and Hungary are given in all four of
the pamphlets (2001, 2002, 2003, 2004), for Russia in three years (2001, 2002, and 2004), for France in
two years (2001 and 2003), and for Norway and Sweden in only one year (2001).

The same pattern appears when comparisons of violence to gun ownership are made within nations. Indeed, "data
on firearms ownership by constabulary area in England," like data from the United States, show" a negative
correlation," n10 that is, "where firearms are most dense violent crime rates are lowest, and where guns are least dense
violent crime rates are highest." n11 Many different data sets from various kinds of sources are summarized as follows
by the leading text:

[T]here is no consistent significant positive association between gun ownership levels and violence rates:
across (1) time within the United States, (2) U.S. cities, (3) counties within Illinois, (4) country-sized
areas like England, U.S. states, (5) regions of the United States, (6) nations, or (7) population subgroups
... n12

A second misconception about the relationship between firearms and violence attributes Europe's generally low
homicide [*654] rates to stringent gun control. That attribution cannot be accurate since murder in Europe was at an
all-time low before the gun controls were introduced. n13 For instance, virtually the only English gun control during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was the practice that police patrolled without guns. During this period gun
control prevailed far less in England or Europe than in certain American states which nevertheless had--and continue to
have--murder rates that were and are comparatively very high. n14

In this connection, two recent studies are pertinent. In 2004, the U.S. National Academy of Sciences released its
evaluation from a review of 253 journal articles, 99 books, 43 government publications, and some original empirical
research. It failed to identify any gun control that had reduced violent crime, suicide, or gun accidents. n15 The same
conclusion was reached in 2003 by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control's review of thenextan t studies. n16

Stringent gun controls were not adopted in England and Western Europe until after World War I. Consistent with
the outcomes of the recent American studies just mentioned, these strict controls did not stem the general trend of
ever-growing violent crime throughout the post-WWII industrialized world including the United States and Russia.
Professor Malcolm's study of English gun law and violent crime summarizes that [*655] nation's nineteenth and
twentieth century experience as follows:

The peacefulness England used to enjoy was not the result of strict gun laws. When it had no firearms
restrictions [nineteenth and early twentieth century] England had little violent crime, while the present
extraordinarily stringent gun controls have not stopped the increase in violence or even the increase in
armed violence. n17

Armed crime, never a problem in England, has now become one. Handguns are banned but the
Kingdom has millions of illegal firearms. Criminals have no trouble finding them and exhibit a new
willingness to use them. In the decade after 1957, the use of guns in serious crime increased a
hundredfold. n18

In the late 1990s, England moved from stringent controls to a complete ban of all handguns and many types of long
guns. Hundreds of thousands of guns were confiscated from those owners law-abiding enough to turn them in to
authorities. Without suggesting this caused violence, the ban's ineffectiveness was such that by the year 2000 violent
crime had so increased that England and Wales had Europe's highest violent crime rate, far surpassing even the United
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States. n19 Today, English news media headline violence in terms redolent of the doleful, melodramatic language that
for so long characterized American news reports. n20 One aspect of England's recent experience [*656] deserves note,
given how often and favorably advocates have compared English gun policy to its American counterpart over the past
35 years. n21 A generally unstated issue in this notoriously emotional debate was the effect of the Warren Court and
later restrictions on police powers on American gun policy. Critics of these decisions pointed to soaring American crime
rates and argued simplistically that such decisions caused, or at least hampered, police in suppressing crime. But to
some supporters of these judicial decisions, the example of England argued that the solution to crime was to restrict
guns, not civil liberties. To gun control advocates, England, the cradle of our liberties, was a nation made so peaceful by
strict gun control that its police did not even need to carry guns. The United States, it was argued, could attain such a
desirable situation by radically reducing gun ownership, preferably by banning and confiscating handguns.

The results discussed earlier contradict those expectations. On the one hand, despite constant and substantially
increasing gun ownership, the United States saw progressive and dramatic reductions in criminal violence in the 1990s.
On the other hand, the same time period in the United Kingdom saw a constant and dramatic increase in violent crime to
which England's response was ever-more drastic gun control including, eventually, banning and confiscating all
handguns and many types of long guns. n22 Nevertheless, criminal violence rampantly increased so that by 2000
England surpassed the United States to become one of the developed world's most violence-ridden nations.

[*657] To conserve the resources of the inundated criminal justice system, English police no longer investigate
burglary and "minor assaults." n23 As of 2006, if the police catch a mugger, robber, or burglar, or other "minor"
criminal in the act, the policy is to release them with a warning rather than to arrest and prosecute them. n24 It used to
be that English police vehemently opposed the idea of armed policing. Today, ever more police are being armed.
Justifying the assignment of armed squads to block roads and carry out random car searches, a police commander
asserts: "It is a massive deterrent to gunmen if they think that there are going to be armed police." n25 How far is that
from the rationale on which 40 American states have enacted laws giving qualified, trained citizens the right to carry
concealed guns? Indeed, news media editorials have appeared in England arguing that civilians should be allowed guns
for defense. n26 There is currently a vigorous controversy over proposals (which the Blair government first endorsed
but now opposes) to amend the law of self-defense to protect victims from prosecution for using deadly force against
burglars. n27

The divergence between the United States and the British Commonwealth became especially pronounced during
the [*658] 1980s and 1990s. During these two decades, while Britain and the Commonwealth were making lawful
firearm ownership increasingly difficult, more than 25 states in the United States passed laws allowing responsible
citizens to carry concealed handguns. There are now 40 states where qualified citizens can obtain such a handgun
permit. n28 As a result, the number of U.S. citizens allowed to carry concealed handguns in shopping malls, on the
street, and in their cars has grown to 3.5 million men and women. n29 Economists John Lott and David Mustard have
suggested that these new laws contributed to the drop in homicide and violent crime rates. Based on 25 years of
correlated statistics from all of the more than 3,000 American counties, Lott and Mustard conclude that adoption of
these statutes has deterred criminals from confrontation crime and caused murder and violent crime to fall faster in
states that adopted this policy than in states that did not. n30

[*659] As indicated in the preceding footnote, the notion that more guns reduce crime is highly controversial.
What the controversy has obscured from view is the corrosive effect of the Lott and Mustard work on the tenet that
more guns equal more murder. As previously stated, adoption of state laws permitting millions of qualified citizens to
carry guns has not resulted in more murder or violent crime in these states. Rather, adoption of these statutes has been
followed by very significant reductions in murder and violence in these states.

To determine whether this expansion of gun availability caused reductions in violent crime requires taking account
of various other factors that might also have contributed to the decline. For instance, two of Lott's major critics,
Donohue and Levitt, attribute much of the drop in violent crime that started in 1990s to the legalization of abortion in
the 1970s, which they argue resulted in the non-birth of vast numbers of children who would have been
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disproportionately involved in violent crime had they existed in the 1990s. n31

The Lott-Mustard studies did not address the Donohue-Levitt thesis. Lott and Mustard did account, however, for
two peculiarly American phenomena which many people believed may have been responsible for the 1990s crime
reduction: the dramatic increase of the United States prison population and the number of executions. The prison
population in the United States tripled during this time period, jumping from approximately 100 prisoners per 100,000
in the late 1970s to more than 300 per 100,000 people in the general population in the early 1990s. n32 In addition,
executions in the United States soared [*660] from approximately 5 per year in the early 1980s to more than 27 per
year in the early 1990s. n33 Neither of these trends is reflected in Commonwealth countries.

Although the reason is thus obscured, the undeniable result is that violent crime, and homicide in particular, has
plummeted in the United States over the past 15 years. n34 The fall in the American crime rate is even more impressive
when compared with the rest of the world. In 18 of the 25 countries surveyed by the British Home Office, violent crime
increased during the 1990s. n35 This contrast should induce thoughtful people to wonder what happened in those
nations, and to question policies based on the notion that introducing increasingly more restrictive firearm ownership
laws reduces violent crime. Perhaps the United States is doing something right in promoting firearms for law-abiding
responsible adults. Or perhaps the United States' success in lowering its violent crime rate relates to increasing its prison
population or its death sentences. n36 Further research is required to identify more precisely which elements of the
United States' approach are the most important, or whether all three elements acting in concert were necessary to reduce
violent crimes.

I. VIOLENCE: THE DECISIVENESS OF SOCIAL FACTORS

One reason the extent of gun ownership in a society does not spur the murder rate is that murderers are not spread
evenly throughout the population. Analysis of perpetrator studies shows that violent criminals--especially
murderers--"almost [*661] uniformly have a long history of involvement in criminal behavior." n37 So it would not
appreciably raise violence if all law-abiding, responsible people had firearms because they are not the ones who rape,
rob, or murder. n38 By the same token, violent crime would not fall if guns were totally banned to civilians. As the
respective examples of Luxembourg and Russia suggest, n39 individuals who commit violent crimes will either find
guns despite severe controls or will find other weapons to use. n40

Startling as the foregoing may seem, it represents the cross-national norm, not some bizarre departure from it. If the
mantra "more guns equal more death and fewer guns equal less death" were true, broad based cross-national
comparisons should show that nations with higher gun ownership per capita consistently have more death. Nations with
higher gun ownership rates, however, do not have higher murder or suicide rates than those with lower gun ownership.
Indeed many high gun ownership nations have much lower murder rates. Consider, for example, the wide divergence in
murder rates among Continental European nations with widely divergent gun ownership rates.

The non-correlation between gun ownership and murder is reinforced by examination of statistics from larger
numbers of nations across the developed world. Comparison of "homicide and suicide mortality data for thirty-six
nations (including the United States) for the period 1990-1995" to gun ownership levels showed "no significant (at the
5% level) association between gun ownership levels and the total homicide rate." n41 Consistent with this is a later
European study of data from 21 nations in which "no significant correlations [of gun ownership levels] with total
suicide or homicide rates were found." n42

[*662] II. ASKING THE WRONG QUESTION

However unintentionally, the irrelevance of focusing on weaponry is highlighted by the most common theme in the
more guns equal more death argument. Epitomizing this theme is a World Health Organization (WHO) report asserting,
"The easy availability of firearms has been associated with higher firearm mortality rates." n43 The authors, in noting
that the presence of a gun in a home corresponds to a higher risk of suicide, apparently assume that if denied firearms,
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potential suicides will decide to live rather than turning to the numerous alternative suicide mechanisms. The evidence,
however, indicates that denying one particular means to people who are motivated to commit suicide by social,
economic, cultural, or other circumstances simply pushes them to some other means. n44 Thus, it is not just the murder
rate in gun-less Russia that is four times higher than the American rate; the Russian suicide rate is also about four times
higher than the American rate. n45

[*663] There is no social benefit in decreasing the availability of guns if the result is only to increase the use of
other means of suicide and murder, resulting in more or less the same amount of death. Elementary as this point is,
proponents of the more guns equal more death mantra seem oblivious to it. One study asserts that Americans are more
likely to be shot to death than people in the world's other 35 wealthier nations. n46 While this is literally true, it is
irrelevant--except, perhaps to people terrified not of death per se but just death by gunshot. A fact that should be of
greater concern--but which the study fails to mention--is that per capita murder overall is only half as frequent in the
United States as in several other nations where gun murder is rarer, but murder by strangling, stabbing, or beating is
much more frequent. n47

Of course, it may be speculated that murder rates around the world would be higher if guns were more available.
But there is simply no evidence to support this. Like any speculation, it is not subject to conclusive disproof; but the
European data in Table 1 and the studies across 36 and 21 nations already discussed show no correlation of high gun
ownership nations and greater murder per capita or lower gun ownership nations and less murder per capita. n48

To reiterate, the determinants of murder and suicide are basic social, economic, and cultural factors, not the
prevalence of some form of deadly mechanism. In this connection, recall that the American jurisdictions which have the
highest violent crime rates are precisely those with the most stringent gun controls. n49 This correlation does not
necessarily [*664] prove gun advocates' assertion that gun controls actually encourage crime by depriving victims of
the means of self-defense. The explanation of this correlation may be political rather than criminological: jurisdictions
afflicted with violent crime tend to severely restrict gun ownership. This, however, does not suppress the crime, for
banning guns cannot alleviate the socio-cultural and economic factors that are the real determinants of violence and
crime rates. n50

Table 2: Murder Rates of European Nations that Ban Handguns as Compared to Their Neighbors that Allow
Handguns (rates are per 100,000 persons)

Nation Handgun Policy Murder Rate Year

A. Belarus banned 10.40 late 1990s

[Neighboring countries with gun law and murder

rate data available]

Poland allowed 1.98 2003

Russia banned 20.54 2002

B. Luxembourg banned 9.01 2002

[Neighboring countries with gun law and murder

rate data available]

Belgium allowed 1.70 late 1990s

France allowed 1.65 2003

Germany allowed 0.93 2003

C. Russia banned 20.54 2002

[Neighboring countries with gun law and murder

rate data available]
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Nation Handgun Policy Murder Rate Year

Finland allowed 1.98 2004

Norway allowed 0.81 2001

Notes: This table covers all the European nations for which the information given is available. As in
Table 1, the homicide rate data comes from an annually published report, CANADIAN CENTRE FOR
JUSTICE STATISTICS, HOMICIDE IN CANADA, JURISTAT.

Once again, we are not arguing that the data in Table 2 shows that gun control causes nations to have much higher
[*665] murder rates than neighboring nations that permit handgun ownership. Rather, we assert a political causation for
the observed correlation that nations with stringent gun controls tend to have much higher murder rates than nations that
allow guns. The political causation is that nations which have violence problems tend to adopt severe gun controls, but
these do not reduce violence, which is determined by basic socio-cultural and economic factors.

The point is exemplified by the conclusions of the premier study of English gun control. Done by a senior English
police official as his thesis at the Cambridge University Institute of Criminology and later published as a book, it found
(as of the early 1970s), "Half a century of strict controls... has ended, perversely, with a far greater use of [handguns] in
crime than ever before." n51 The study also states that:

No matter how one approaches the figures, one is forced to the rather startling conclusion that the use of
firearms in crime was very much less [in England before 1920] when there were no controls of any sort
and when anyone, convicted criminal or lunatic, could buy any type of firearm without restriction. n52

Of course the point of this analysis is not that the law should allow lunatics and criminals to own guns. The point is
that violence will be rare when the basic socio-cultural and economic determinants so dictate; and conversely, crime
will rise in response to changes in those determinants--without much regard to the mere availability of some particular
weaponry or the severity of laws against it.

III. DO ORDINARY PEOPLE MURDER?

The "more guns equal more death" mantra seems plausible only when viewed through the rubric that murders
mostly involve ordinary people who kill because they have access to a firearm when they get angry. If this were true,
murder might well increase where people have ready access to firearms, but the available data provides no such
correlation. Nations and [*666] areas with more guns per capita do not have higher murder rates than those with fewer
guns per capita. n53

Nevertheless, critics of gun ownership often argue that a "gun in the closet to protect against burglars will most
likely be used to shoot a spouse in a moment of rage ... The problem is you and me--law-abiding folks;" n54 that
banning handgun possession only for those with criminal records will "fail to protect us from the most likely source of
handgun murder: ordinary citizens;" n55 that "most gun-related homicides... are the result of impulsive actions taken by
individuals who have little or no criminal background or who are known to the victims;" n56 that "the majority of
firearm homicide[s occur]... not as the result of criminal activity, but because of arguments between people who know
each other;" n57 that each year there are thousands of gun murders "by law-abiding citizens who might have stayed
law-abiding if they had not possessed firearms." n58

These comments appear to rest on no evidence and actually contradict facts that have so uniformly been established
by homicide studies dating back to the 1890s that they have become "criminological axioms." n59 Insofar as studies
focus on perpetrators, they show that neither a majority, nor many, nor virtually any murderers are ordinary
"law-abiding citizens." n60 Rather, almost all murderers are extremely aberrant individuals with life histories of
violence, psychopathology, substance abuse, and other dangerous behaviors. "The vast majority of persons involved in
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life-threatening violence have a long criminal record with many prior contacts with the justice system." n61 "Thus
homicide--[whether] of a [*667] stranger or [of] someone known to the offender--'is usually part of a pattern of
violence, engaged in by people who are known... as violence prone." n62 Though only 15% of Americans over the age
of 15 have arrest records, n63 approximately 90 percent of "adult murderers have adult records, with an average adult
criminal career [involving crimes committed as an adult rather than a child] of six or more years, including four major
adult felony arrests." n64 These national statistics dovetail with data from local nineteenth and twentieth century
studies. For example: victims as well as offenders [in 1950s and 1960s Philadelphia murders]... tended to be people with
prior police records, usually for violent crimes such as assault." n65 "The great majority of both perpetrators and victims
of [1970s Harlem] assaults and murders had previous [adult] arrests, probably over 80% or more." n66 Boston police
and probation officers in the 1990s agreed that of those juvenile-perpetrated murders where all the facts were known,
virtually all were committed by gang members, though the killing was not necessarily gang-directed. n67 One example
would be a gang member who stabs his girlfriend to death in a fit of anger. n68 Regardless of their arrests for other
crimes, 80% of 1997 Atlanta murder arrestees had at least one earlier drug offense with 70% having 3 or more prior
drug offenses. n69 A New York Times study of the 1,662 murders committed in that city in the years 2003-2005 found
that "[m]ore than 90 percent of the killers had criminal records." n70 Baltimore police figures show that 92 percent of
murder suspects had [prior] criminal records in 2006." n71 Several of the more recent homicide studies just reviewed
[*668] were done at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard and found almost all arrested murderers to have
earlier arrests. n72

That murderers are not ordinary, law-abiding responsible adults is further documented in other sources.
Psychological studies of juvenile murderers variously find that at least 80%, if not all, are psychotic or have psychotic
symptoms. n73 Of Massachusetts domestic murderers in the years 1991-1995, 73.7% had a "prior [adult] criminal
history," 16.5% had an active restraining order registered against them at the time of the homicide, and 46.3% of the
violent perpetrators had a restraining order taken out against them sometime before their crime. n74

This last study is one of many exposing the false argument that a significant number of murders involve ordinary
people killing spouses in a moment of rage. Although there are many domestic homicides, such murders do not occur
frequently in ordinary families, nor are the murderers ordinary, law-abiding adults. "The day-to-day reality is that most
family murders are prefaced by a long history of assaults." n75 One study of such murders found that "a history of
domestic violence was present in 95.8%" of cases. n76 These findings are a routine feature of domestic homicide
studies: "[domestic] partner homicide is most often the final outcome of chronic women battering"; n77 based on a
study from Kansas City, 90% of all the family homicides [*669] were preceded by previous disturbances at the same
address, with a median of 5 calls per address." n78

The only kind of evidence cited to support the myth that most murderers are ordinary people is that many murders
arise from arguments or occur in homes and between acquaintances. n79 These bare facts are only relevant if one
assumes that criminals do not have acquaintances or homes or arguments. Of the many studies belying this, the broadest
analyzed a year's national data on gun murders occurring in homes and between acquaintances. It found "the most
common victim-offender relationship" was where both parties ... knew one another because of prior illegal
transactions." n80

Thus the term "acquaintance homicide" does not refer solely to murders between ordinary acquaintances. Rather it
encompasses, for example: drug dealers killed by competitors or customers, gang members killed by members of the
same or rival gangs, and women killed by stalkers or abusers who have brutalized them on earlier occasions, all
individuals for whom federal and state laws already prohibit gun possession. n81

Obviously there are certain people who should not be allowed to own any deadly instrument. Reasonable as such
prohibitions are, it is unrealistic to think those people will comply with such restrictions any more readily than they do
with laws against violent crime. n82 In any event, studies analyzing acquaintance [*670] homicide suggest there is no
reason for laws prohibiting gun possession by ordinary, law-abiding responsible adults because such people virtually
never murder. If one accepts that such adults are far more likely to be victims of violent crime than to commit it,
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disarming them becomes not just unproductive but counter-productive. n83

IV. MORE GUNS, LESS CRIME?

Anti-gun activists are not alone in their belief that widespread firearm ownership substantially affects violent crime
rates. The same understanding also characterizes many pro-gun activists. Of course, pro-gun activists' belief leads them
to the opposite conclusion: that widespread firearm ownership reduces violence by deterring criminals from
confrontation crimes and making more attractive such nonconfrontation crimes as theft from unoccupied commercial or
residential premises. Superficially, the evidence for this belief seems persuasive. Table 1, for instance, shows that
Denmark has roughly half the gun ownership rate of Norway, but a 50% higher murder rate, while Russia has only
one-ninth Norway's [*671] gun ownership rate but a murder rate 2500% higher. Looking at Tables 1-3, it is easy to
find nations in which very high gun ownership rates correlate with very low murder rates, while other nations with very
low gun ownership rates have much higher murder rates. Moreover, there is not insubstantial evidence that in the United
States widespread gun availability has helped reduce murder and other violent crime rates. On closer analysis, however,
this evidence appears uniquely applicable to the United States.

More than 100 million handguns are owned in the United States n84 primarily for self-defense, n85 and 3.5 million
people have permits to carry concealed handguns for protection. n86 Recent analysis reveals "a great deal of
self-defensive use of firearms" in the United States, "in fact, more defensive gun uses [by victims] than crimes
committed with firearms." n87 It is little wonder that the

National Institute of Justice surveys among prison inmates find that large percentages report that their
fear that a victim might be armed deterred them from confrontation crimes. "[T]he felons most frightened
'about confronting an armed victim' were those from states with the greatest relative number of privately
owned firearms." Conversely, robbery is highest in states that most restrict gun ownership. n88

Concomitantly, a series of studies by John Lott and his coauthor David Mustard conclude that the issuance of millions
of permits to carry concealed handguns is associated with drastic declines in American homicide rates. n89

Ironically, to detail the American evidence for widespread defensive gun ownership's deterrent value is also to raise
questions about how applicable that evidence would be even to the other nations that have widespread gun ownership
but low violence. There are no data for foreign nations comparable to the American data just discussed. Without such
data, we cannot know whether millions of Norwegians own handguns and carry them for protection, [*672] thereby
deterring Norwegian criminals from committing violent crimes. Nor can we know whether guns are commonly kept for
defense in German homes and stores, thus preventing German criminals from robbing them.

Moreover, if the deterrent effect of gun ownership accounts for low violence rates in high gun ownership nations
other than the United States, one wonders why that deterrent effect would be amplified there. Even with the drop in
United States murder rates that Lott and Mustard attribute to the massive increase in gun carry licensing, the United
States murder rate is still eight times higher than Norway's--even though the U.S. has an almost 300% higher rate of gun
ownership. That is consistent with the points made above. Murder rates are determined by socio-economic and cultural
factors. In the United States, those factors include that the number of civilian-owned guns nearly equals the population--
triple the ownership rate in even the highest European gun-ownership nations--and that vast numbers of guns are kept
for personal defense. That is not a factor in other nations with comparatively high firearm ownership. High gun
ownership may well be a factor in the recent drastic decline in American homicide. But even so, American homicide is
driven by socio-economic and cultural factors that keep it far higher than the comparable rate of homicide in most
European nations.

In sum, though many nations with widespread gun ownership have much lower murder rates than nations that
severely restrict gun ownership, it would be simplistic to assume that at all times and in all places widespread gun
ownership depresses violence by deterring many criminals into nonconfrontation crime. There is evidence that it does
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so in the United States, where defensive gun ownership is a substantial socio-cultural phenomenon. But the more
plausible explanation for many nations having widespread gun ownership with low violence is that these nations never
had high murder and violence rates and so never had occasion to enact severe anti-gun laws. On the other hand, in
nations that have experienced high and rising violent crime rates, the legislative reaction has generally been to enact
increasingly severe antigun laws. This is futile, for reducing gun ownership by the law-abiding citizenry--the only ones
who obey gun laws--does not reduce violence or murder. The result is that high crime nations that ban guns to reduce
crime end up having both high crime and stringent gun laws, while it appears that low crime nations that do not
significantly restrict guns continue to have low violence rates.

[*673] Thus both sides of the gun prohibition debate are likely wrong in viewing the availability of guns as a
major factor in the incidence of murder in any particular society. Though many people may still cling to that belief, the
historical, geographic, and demographic evidence explored in this Article provides a clear admonishment. Whether gun
availability is viewed as a cause or as a mere coincidence, the long term macrocosmic evidence is that gun ownership
spread widely throughout societies consistently correlates with stable or declining murder rates. Whether causative or
not, the consistent international pattern is that more guns equal less murder and other violent crime. Even if one is
inclined to think that gun availability is an important factor, the available international data cannot be squared with the
mantra that more guns equal more death and fewer guns equal less death. Rather, if firearms availability does matter,
the data consistently show that the way it matters is that more guns equal less violent crime.

V. GEOGRAPHIC, HISTORICAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC PATTERNS

If more guns equal more death and fewer guns equal less death, it should follow, all things being equal, (1) that
geographic areas with higher gun ownership should have more murder than those with less gun ownership; (2) that
demographic groups with higher gun ownership should be more prone to murder than those with less ownership; and (3)
that historical eras in which gun ownership is widespread should have more murder than those in which guns were
fewer or less widespread. As discussed earlier, these effects are not present. Historical eras, demographic groups, and
geographic areas with more guns do not have more murders than those with fewer guns. Indeed, those with more guns
often, or even generally, have fewer murders.

Of course, all other things may not be equal. Obviously, many factors other than guns may promote or reduce the
number of murders in any given place or time or among particular groups. And it may be impossible even to identify
these factors, much less to take account of them all. Thus any conclusions drawn from the kinds of evidence presented
earlier in this paper must necessarily be tentative.

[*674] Acknowledging this does not, however, blunt the force of two crucial points. The first regards the burden
of proof. Those who assert the mantra, and urge that public policy be based on it, bear the burden of proving that more
guns do equal more death and fewer guns equal less death. But they cannot bear that burden because there simply is no
large number of cases in which the widespread prevalence of guns among the general population has led to more
murder. By the same token, but even more importantly, it cannot be shown consistently that a reduction in the number
of guns available to the general population has led to fewer deaths. Nor is the burden borne by speculating that the
reason such cases do not appear is that other factors always intervene.

The second issue, allied to the burden of proof, regards plausibility. On their face, the following facts from Tables 1
and 2 suggest that gun ownership is irrelevant, or has little relevance, to murder: France and neighboring Germany have
exactly the same, comparatively high rate of gun ownership, yet the French murder rate is nearly twice the German;
France has infinitely more gun ownership than Luxembourg, which nevertheless has a murder rate five times greater,
though handguns are illegal and other types of guns sparse; Germany has almost double the gun ownership rate of
neighboring Austria yet a similarly very low murder rate; the Norwegian gun ownership rate is over twice the Austrian
rate, yet the murder rates are almost identical.

And then there is Table 3, which shows Slovenia, with 66% more gun ownership than Slovakia, nevertheless has

Page 10
30 Harv. J.L. & Pub. Pol'y 649, *672



roughly one-third less murder per capita; Hungary has more than 6 times the gun ownership rate of neighboring
Romania but a lower murder rate; the Czech Republic's gun ownership rate is more than 3 times that of neighboring
Poland, but its murder rate is lower; Poland and neighboring Slovenia have exactly the same murder rate, though
Slovenia has over triple the gun ownership per capita.

[*675] Table 3: Eastern Europe Gun Ownership and Murder Rates

(rates given are per 100,000 people and in descending order)

Nation Murder Rate Rate of Gun Ownership

Russia 20.54* [2002] 4,000

Moldova 8.13** [2000] 1,000

Slovakia 2.65* * [2000] 3,000

Romania 2.50** [2000] 300

Macedonia 2.31** [2000] 16,000

Hungary 2.22+ [2003] 2,000

Finland 1.98++ [2004] 39,000

Poland 1.79+ [2003] 1,500

Slovenia 1.81** [2000] 5,000

Cz. Republic 1.69** [2000] 5,000

Greece 1.12+ [2003] 11,000

Notes: This table covers all the Eastern European nations for which we have data regarding both gun
ownership and murder rates. Gun ownership data comes from GRADUATE INSTITUTE OF
INTERNATIONAL STUDIES, SMALL ARMS SURVEY (2003).

* CANADIAN CENTRE FOR JUSTICE STATISTICS, HOMICIDE IN CANADA, 2002,
JURISTAT at 3.

** United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, The Seventh United Nations Survey on Crime Trends
and the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems (1998-2000), Mar. 31, 2004, at 82, 260, 287, 370, 405,
398.

+ CANADIAN CENTRE FOR JUSTICE STATISTICS, HOMICIDE IN CANADA, 2003,
JURISTAT AT 3.

++ CANADIAN CENTRE FOR JUSTICE STATISTICS, HOMICIDE IN CANADA, 2004,
JURISTAT AT 3.

On their face, Tables 1, 2, and 3 and the comparisons gleaned from them suggest that gun ownership is irrelevant,
or has little relevance, to murder. Historical and demographic comparisons offer further evidence. Again, all the data
may be misleading. It is conceivable that more guns do equal more murder, but that this causation does not appear
because some unidentifiable extraneous factor always intervenes. That is conceivable, but ultimately unlikely. As Hans
Toch, a senior American criminologist who 35 years ago endorsed handgun prohibition and confiscation, but then
recanted based on later research, argues "it is hard to explain that where firearms are most dense, violent crime rates are
lowest and where guns are least dense, violent crime rates are highest." n90

[*676] A. Demographic Patterns
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Contrary to what should be the case if more guns equal more death, there are no "consistent indications of a link
between gun ownership and criminal or violent behavior by owners;" in fact, gun ownership is "higher among whites
than among blacks, higher among middle-aged people than among young people, higher among married than among
unmarried people, higher among richer people than poor"--all "patterns that are the reverse of the way in which criminal
behavior is distributed." n91

These conclusions are reinforced by focusing on patterns of African-American homicide. Per capita,
African-American murder rates are much higher than the murder rate for whites. n92 If more guns equal more death,
and fewer guns equal less, one might assume gun ownership is higher among African-Americans than among whites,
but in fact African-American gun ownership is markedly lower than white gun ownership. n93

[*677] Particularly corrosive to the mantra are the facts as to rural African-Americans gun ownership. Per capita,
rural African-Americans are much more likely to own firearms than are urban African-Americans. n94 Yet, despite their
greater access to guns, the firearm murder rate of young rural black males is a small fraction of the firearm murder rate
of young urban black males. n95

These facts are only anomalous in relation to the mantra that more guns equal more death and fewer guns equal less
death. In contrast, these facts accord with the earlier point regarding the aberrance of murderers. Whatever their race,
ordinary people simply do not murder. Thus preventing law-abiding, responsible African-Americans from owning guns
does nothing at all to reduce murderers, because they are not the ones who are doing the killing. The murderers are a
small minority of extreme antisocial aberrants who manage to obtain guns whatever the level of gun ownership in the
African American community.

Indeed, murderers generally fall into a group some criminologists have called "violent predators," sharply
differentiating them not only from the overall population but from other criminals as well. n96 Surveys of imprisoned
felons indicate that when not imprisoned the ordinary felon averages perhaps 12 crimes per year. n97 In contrast,
"violent predators" spend much or most of their time committing crimes, averaging at least 5 assaults, 63 robberies, and
172 burglaries annually. n98 A National Institute of Justice survey of 2,000 felons in 10 state prisons, which focused on
gun crime, said of these types of respondents:

[T]he men we have labeled Predators were clearly omnibus felons ... [committing] more or less any
crime they had the opportunity to commit... The Predators (handgun and shotgun combined)... amounted
to about 22% of the sample and yet accounted for 51% of the total crime [admitted by the 2,000 felons]
... Thus, when we talk about "controlling [*678] crime" in the United States today, we are talking
largely about controlling the behavior of these men. n99

The point is not just that demographic patterns of homicide and gun ownership in the African-American community
do not support the more guns equal more death mantra. More importantly, those patterns refute the logic of fewer guns
equal less death. The reason fewer guns among ordinary African-Americans does not lead to fewer murders is because
that paucity does not translate to fewer guns for the aberrant minority who do murder. The correlation of very high
murder rates with low gun ownership in African-American communities simply does not bear out the notion that
disarming the populace as a whole will disarm and prevent murder by potential murderers.

B. Macro-historical Evidence: From the Middle Ages to the 20th Century

The Middle Ages were a time of notoriously brutal and endemic warfare. They also experienced rates of ordinary
murder almost double the highest recorded U.S. murder rate. n100 But Middle Age homicide "cannot be explained in
terms of the availability of firearms, which had not yet been invented." n101 The invention provides some test of the
mantra. If it is true that more guns equal more murder and fewer guns equal less death, murder should have risen with
the invention, increased efficiency, and greater availability of firearms across the population.
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Yet, using England as an example, murder rates seem to have fallen sharply as guns became progressively more
efficient and widely owned during the five centuries after the invention of firearms. n102 During much of this period,
because the entire adult male population of England was deemed to constitute a militia, every military age male was
required to possess arms for use in militia training and service. n103

[*679] The same requirement was true in America during the period of colonial and post-colonial settlement.
Indeed, the basic English militia laws were superceded by the colonies' even more specific and demanding legal
requirements of universal gun ownership. Under those laws, virtually all colonists and every household were required to
own guns. Depending on the colony's laws, male youths were deemed of military age at 16, 17, or 18, and every
military age man, except for the insane, infirm, and criminals, had to possess arms. They were subject to being called
for inspection, militia drill, or service, all of which legally required them to bring and present their guns. To arm those
too poor to afford guns, the laws required that guns be purchased for them and that they make installment payments to
pay back the cost. n104

It bears emphasis that these gun ownership requirements were not limited to those subject to militia service.
Women, seamen, clergy, and some public officials were automatically exempt from militia call up, as were men over
the upper military [*680] age, which varied from 45 to 60, depending on the colony. But every household was required
to have a gun, even if all its occupants were otherwise exempt from militia service, to deter criminals and other
attackers. Likewise, all respectable men were theoretically required to carry arms when out and abroad. n105

These laws may not have been fully enforced (except in times of danger) in areas that had been long-settled and
peaceful. Nevertheless, "by the eighteenth century, colonial Americans were the most heavily armed people in the
world." n106 Yet, far from more guns equaling more death, murders in the New England colonies were "rare," and
"few" murderers in all the colonies involved guns "despite their wide availability." n107

America remained very well armed yet homicide remained quite low for over two hundred years, from the earliest
settlements through the entire colonial period and early years of the United States. Homicide in more settled areas only
began rising markedly in the two decades before the Civil War. n108 By that time the universal militia was inoperative
and the universality of American gun ownership had disappeared as many people in long-settled peaceful areas did not
hunt and had no other need for a firearm. n109

[*681] The Civil War acquainted vast numbers of men with modern rapid-fire guns, and, in its aftermath, provided
a unique opportunity to acquire them. Before the Civil War, reliable multi-shot rifles or shotguns did not exist and
revolvers (though they had been invented in the 1830s) were so expensive they were effectively out of reach for most of
the American populace. n110 The Civil War changed all that. Officers on both sides had to buy their own revolvers,
while sidearms were issued to noncommissioned officers generally, as well as those ordinary soldiers who were in the
artillery, cavalry, and dragoons. n111 The fact that over two million men served in the Union Army at various times
while the Confederates had over half that number suggests the number of revolvers involved. n112

[*682] At war's end, the U.S. Army and Navy were left with vast numbers of surplus revolvers, both those they
had purchased and those captured from Confederate forces. As the Army plummeted to slightly over 11,000 men, n113

hundreds of thousands of military surplus revolvers were sold at very low prices. In addition, when their enlistments
were up, or when they were mustered out at war's end, former officers and soldiers retained hundreds of thousands of
both revolvers and rifles. These commandeered arms included many of the new repeating rifles the Union had bought
(over the fervent objections of short-sighted military procurement officers) at the command of President Lincoln, who
had tested the Spencer rifle himself. After his death the Army reverted to the single-shot rifle, disposing of all its
multi-shots at surplus and thereby ruining Spencer by glutting the market. n114

Thus over the immediate post-Civil War years "the country was awash with military pistols" and rifles of the most
modern design. n115 The final three decades of the century saw the introduction and marketing of the "two dollar
pistol," which were very cheap handguns manufactured largely out of pot metal. n116 In addition to being sold locally,
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such "suicide specials" were marketed nationwide through Montgomery Ward catalogs starting in 1872 and by Sears
from 1886. n117 They were priced as low as $ 1.69, and were marketed under names like the "Little Giant" and the
"Tramp's Terror." n118

[*683] Thus, the period between 1866 and 1900 saw a vast diffusion of commercial and military surplus revolvers
and lever action rifles throughout the American populace. Yet, far from rising, homicide seems to have fallen off
sharply during these thirty years.

Whether or not guns were the cause, homicide steadily declined over a period of five centuries coincident with the
invention of guns and their diffusion throughout the continent. In America, from the seventeenth century through the
early nineteenth century, murder was rare and rarely involved guns, though gun ownership was universal by law and
"colonial Americans were the most heavily armed people in the world." n119 By the 1840s, gun ownership had declined
but homicide began a spectacular rise through the early 1860s. From the end of the Civil War to the turn of the
twentieth century, however, America in general, and urban areas in particular, such as New York, experienced a
tremendous spurt in ownership of higher capacity revolvers and rifles than had ever existed before, but the number of
murders sharply declined. n120

In sum, the notion that more guns equal more death is not borne out by the historical evidence available for the
period between the Middle Ages and the twentieth century. Yet this conclusion must be viewed with caution. While one
may describe broad general trends in murder rates and in the availability of firearms, it is not possible to do so with
exactitude. Not until the late 1800s in England, and the mid-1900s in the United States were there detailed data on
homicide. Information about the distribution of firearms is even more sparse. For instance, Lane's generalizations about
the rarity of gun murders and low American murder rates in general are subject to some dispute. Professor Randolph
Roth, for example, has shown that early American murder rates and the extent to which guns were used in murder
varied greatly between differing areas and time periods. n121

[*684] C. Later and More Specific Macro-Historical Evidence

Malcolm presents reliable trend data on both gun ownership and crime in England for the period between 1871 and
1964. Significantly, these trend data do not at all correlate as the mantra would predict: violent crime did not increase
with increased gun ownership nor did it decline in periods in which gun ownership was lower. n122

In the United States, the murder rate doubled in the ten-year span between the mid-1960s and the mid-1970s. Since
this rise coincided with vastly increasing gun sales, it was viewed by many as proof positive that more guns equal more
death. That conclusion, however, does not follow. It is at least equally possible that the causation was reversed: that is,
the decade's spectacular increases in murder, burglary, and all kinds of violent crimes caused fearful people to buy guns.
n123 The dubiousness of assuming that the gun sales caused the rise in murder rather than the reverse might have been
clearer had it been known in this period that virtually the same murder rate increase was occurring in gun-less Russia.
n124 Clearly there is little basis to assume guns were the reason for the American murder rate rise when the Russian
murder rate exhibited the same increase without a similar increase in the number of guns.

Reliable information on both gun ownership and murder rates in the United States is available only for the period
commencing at the end of World War II. Significantly, the decade from the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s is a unique
exception to the general pattern that, decade-by-decade, the number of guns owned by civilians has risen steadily and
[*685] dramatically but murder rates nevertheless have remained stable or even declined. As for the second half of the
twentieth century, and especially its last quarter, a study comparing the number of guns to murder rates found that
during the 25-year period from 1973 to 1997, the number of handguns owned by Americans increased 160% while the
number of all firearms rose 103%. Yet over that period, the murder rate declined 27.7%. n125 It continued to decline in
the years 1998, 1999, and 2000, despite the addition in each year of two to three million handguns and approximately
five million firearms of all kinds. By the end of 2000, the total American gunstock stood at well over 260 million--951.1
guns for every 1,000 Americans--but the murder rate had returned to the comparatively low level prior to the increases
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of the mid-1960s to mid-1970s period. n126

In sum, the data for the decades since the end of World War II also fails to bear out the more guns equal more death
mantra. The per capita accumulated stock of guns has increased, yet there has been no correspondingly consistent
increase in either total violence or gun violence. The evidence is consistent with the hypothesis that gun possession
levels have little impact on violence rates. n127

D. Geographic Patterns within Nations

Once again, if more guns equal more death and fewer guns equal less death, areas within nations with higher gun
ownership should in general have more murders than those with less gun ownership in a similar area. But, in fact, the
reverse pattern prevails in Canada, n128 "England, America, and Switzerland, [where the areas] with the highest rates of
gun ownership were in fact those with the lowest rates of violence." n129 [*686] A recent study of all counties in the
United States has again demonstrated the lack of relationship between the prevalence of firearms and homicide. n130

This inverse correlation is one of several that seems to contradict more guns equal more death. For decades the gun
lobby has emphasized that, in general, the American jurisdictions where guns are most restricted have consistently had
the highest violent crime rates, and those with the fewest restrictions have the lowest violent crime rates. n131 For
instance, robbery is highest in jurisdictions which are most restrictive of gun ownership. n132 As to one specific control,
the ban on carrying concealed weapons for protection, "violent-crime rates were highest in states [that flatly ban
carrying concealed weapons], next highest in those that allowed local authorities discretion [to deny] permits, and
lowest in states with nondiscretionary" concealed weapons laws under which police are legally required to license every
qualified applicant. n133 Also of interest are the extensive opinion surveys of incarcerated felons, both juvenile and
adult, in which large percentages of the felons replied that they often feared potential victims might be armed and
aborted violent crimes because of that fear. n134 The felons most frightened about confronting an armed victim were
those "from states with the greatest relative number of privately owned firearms." n135

[*687] E. Geographic Comparisons: European Gun Ownership and Murder Rates

This topic has already been addressed at some length in connection with Tables 1-3, which contain the latest data
available. Tables 4-6, contain further, and somewhat more comprehensive, data from the early and mid-1990s. n136

These statistics reinforce the point that murder rates are determined by basic socio-cultural and economic factors rather
than mere availability of some particular form of weaponry. Consider Norway and its neighbors Sweden, the
Netherlands, and Denmark. Norway has far and away Western Europe's highest household gun ownership rate (32%),
but also its lowest murder rate. The Netherlands has the lowest gun ownership rate in Western Europe (1.9%), and
Sweden lies midway between (15.1%) the Netherlands and Norway. Yet the Dutch gun murder rate is higher than the
Norwegian, and the Swedish rate is even higher, though only slightly. n137

Table 4: Intentional Deaths: United States vs. Continental Europe Rates

In order of highest combined rate; nations having higher rates than the United States are indicated by asterisk
(suicide rate) or + sign (murder rate).

Nation Suicide Murder Combined rates

Russia 41.2* 30.6+ 71.8

Estonia 40.1* 22.2+ 62.3

Latvia 40.7* 18.2+ 58.9

Lithuania 45.6* 11.7+ 57.3

Belarus 27.9* 10.4+ 38.3

Hungary 32.9* 3.5 36.4
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Nation Suicide Murder Combined rates

Ukraine 22.5* 11.3+ 33.8

Slovenia 28.4* 2.4 30.4

Finland 27.2* 2.9 30.1

Denmark 22.3* 4.9 27.2

Croatia 22.8* 3.3 26.1

Austria 22.2* 1.0 23.2

Bulgaria 17.3* 5.1 22.4

France 20.8* 1.1 21.9

Switzerland 21.4* 1.1++ 24.1

Belgium 18.7* 1.7 20.4

United States 11.6 7.8 19.4

Poland 14.2* 2.8 17.0

Germany 15.8* 1.1 16.9

Romania 12.3* 4.1 16.4

Sweden 15.3* 1.0 16.3

Norway 12.3* 0.8 13.1

Holland 9.8 1.2 11.0

Italy 8.2 1.7 9.9

Portugal 8.2 1.7 9.9

Spain 8.1 0.9 9.0

Greece 3.3 1.3 4.6

[*688] Notes: Data based in general on U.N. DEMOGRAPHIC YEARBOOK (1998) as reported in
David C. Stolinsky, America: The Most Violent Nation? 5 MED. SENTINEL 199-201 (2000). It should
be understood that, though the 1998 Yearbook gives figures for as late as 1996, the figures are not
necessarily for that year. The Yearbook contains the latest figure each nation has provided the U.N.,
which may be 1996, 1995, or 1994.

++ The Swiss homicide figure that Stolinsky reports is an error because it combines attempts with
actual murders. We have computed the Swiss murder rate by averaging the 1994 and 1995 Swiss
National Police figures for actual murders in those years given in RICHARD MUNDAY & JAN A.
STEVENSON, GUNS AND Violence: The Debate Before Lord Cullen 268 (1996).

Table 5: European Gun/Handgun Violent Death

Percent of

Suicide Murder Percent of households

with with households with hand-

Nation handgun handgun with guns guns

Belgium 18.7 1.7 16.6% 6.8%

France 20.8 1.1 22.6% 5.5%
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Percent of

Suicide Murder Percent of households

with with households with hand-

Nation handgun handgun with guns guns

West Germany 15.8 1.1 8.9% 6.7%*

Holland 9.8 1.2 1.9% 1.2%

Italy 8.2 1.7 16.0% 5.5%

Norway 12.3 0.8 32%% 3.8%

Sweden 15.3 1.3 15.1% 1.5%

Switzerland 20.8 1.1** 27.2% 12.2%

Notes: For derivation of the homicide rates, see notes to Table 4. The data on household firearms
ownership come from British Home Office figures printed in RICHARD MUNDAY & JAN A.
STEVENSON, GUNS AND VIOLENCE: THE DEBATE BEFORE LORD CULLEN 30, 275 (1996).

* Note that the data here are for West Germany and were obtained when that nation still existed as
an independent entity. See infra Tables 1 & 4 for later (but differently derived) data for the current nation
of Germany.

** Again, the Swiss homicide figure that Stolinsky reports is an error because it combines attempts
with actual murders. See notes for Table 4.

[*689]

Table 6: European Firearms-Violent Deaths

Number of

Suicide Murder guns per

with with 100,000

Nation Suicide gun Murder gun population

Austria N/A N/A 214 0.53 41.02*

Belarus 27.26 N/A 9.86 N/A 16.5

Czech Rep. 9.88 1.01 2.80 0.92 27.58

Estonia 39.99 3.63 22.11 6.2 28.56

Finland 27.28 5.78 3.25 0.87 411.20**

Germany 15.80 1.23 1.81 0.21 122.56

Greece 3.54 1.30 1.33 0.55 77.00

Hungary 33.34 0.88 4.07 0.47 15.54

Moldova N/A N/A 17.06 0.63 6.61

Poland 14.23 0.16 2.61 0.27 5.30

Romania N/A N/A 4.32 0.12 2.97

Slovakia 13.24 0.58 2.38 0.36 31.91

Spain 5.92 N/A 1.58 0.19 64.69

Sweden 15.65 1.95 1.35 0.31 246.65
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Notes: It bears emphasis that the following data come from a special U.N. report whose data are not
fully comparable to those in Tables 4 and 5 because they cover different years and derive from
substantially differing sources. n138 This special report is based on data obtained from the governments
of the nations set out below, especially data on gun permits or other official indicia of gun ownership in
those nations. n139 The data on suicide and murder in those [*690] nations also come from their
governments as do the similar data in Tables 4 and 5, but for later years, and also include data on the
number of firearm homicides and firearm suicides which are not available from the U.N. source used in
Tables 4 and 5.

* This may well be an undercount because an Austrian license is not limited to a single firearm but
rather allows the licensee to possess multiple guns.

** The source from which Table 5 derives also gives figures for Finland, which we have omitted
there because they are earlier and closely similar except in one respect: instead of official ownership
figures for guns, they give a survey-based figure for households having a gun: 23.2%.

These comparisons are reinforced by Table 6, which gives differently derived (and non-comparable) gun ownership
rates, overall murder rates, and rates of gun murder, for a larger set of European nations. n140 Table 6 reveals that even
though Sweden has more than double the rate of gun ownership as neighboring Germany, as well as more gun murders,
it has 25% less murder overall. In turn, Germany, with three times the gun ownership rate of neighboring Austria, has a
substantially lower murder rate overall and a lower gun murder rate. Likewise, though Greece has over twice the per
capita gun ownership rate of the Czech Republic, Greece has substantially less gun murder and less than half as much
murder overall. Although Spain has over 12 times more gun ownership than Poland, the latter has almost a third more
gun murder and more overall murder than the former. Finally, Finland has 14 times more gun ownership than
neighboring Estonia, yet Estonia's gun murder and overall murder rates are about seven times higher than Finland's.

F. Geographic Comparisons: Gun Ownership and Suicide Rates

The mantra more guns equal more death and fewer guns equal less death is also used to argue that "limiting access
to firearms could prevent many suicides." n141 Once again, this assertion is directly [*691] contradicted by the studies
of 36 and 21 nations (respectively) which find no statistical relationship. Overall suicide rates were no worse in nations
with many firearms than in those where firearms were far less widespread. n142

Consider the data about European nations in Tables 5 and 6. Sweden, with over twice as much gun ownership as
neighboring Germany and a third more gun suicide, nevertheless has the lower overall suicide rate. Greece has nearly
three times more gun ownership than the Czech Republic and somewhat more gun suicide, yet the overall Czech suicide
rate is over 175% higher than the Greek rate. Spain has over 12 times more gun ownership than Poland, yet the latter's
overall suicide rate is more than double the former's. Tragically, Finland has over 14 times more gun ownership than
neighboring Estonia, and a great deal more gun-related suicide. Estonia, however, turns out to have a much higher
suicide rate than Finland overall.

There is simply no relationship evident between the extent of suicide and the extent of gun ownership. People do
not commit suicide because they have guns available. In the absence of firearms, people who are inclined to commit
suicide kill themselves some other way. n143 Two examples seem as pertinent as they are poignant. The first concerns
the 1980s increase in suicide among young American males, an increase that, although relatively modest, inspired
perfervid denunciations of gun ownership. n144 What these denunciations failed to mention was that suicide of
teenagers and young adults was increasing throughout the entire industrialized world, regardless of gun availability, and
often much more rapidly than in the United States. The only unusual aspect of suicide in the United States was that it
involved guns. The irrelevancy of guns to the increase in American suicide is evident because suicide among English
youth actually increased 10 times more [*692] sharply, with "car exhaust poisoning [being] the method of suicide used
most often." n145 By omitting such facts, the articles blaming guns for increasing American suicide evaded the
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inconvenience of having to explain exactly what social benefit nations with few guns received from having their youth
suicides occur in other ways.

Even more poignant are the suicides of many young Indian women born and raised on the island of Fiji. In general,
women are much less likely to commit suicide than are men. n146 This statistic is true of Fijian women overall as well,
but not of women in the large part of Fiji's population that is of Indian ancestry. As children, these Indian women are
raised in more-or-less loving and supportive homes. But upon marriage they are dispersed across the island to remote
areas where they live with their husbands' families, an often overtly hostile situation the husbands do little to mitigate.
Indian women on Fiji have a suicide rate nearly as high as that of Indian men, a rate many times greater than that of
non-Indian Fijian women. n147 It also bears emphasis that the overall Fijian suicide rate far exceeds that of the United
States.

The method of suicide is particularly significant. Fijian women of Indian ancestry commit suicide without using
guns, perhaps because guns are unavailable. About three-quarters of these women hang themselves, while virtually all
the rest die from consuming the agricultural pesticide paraquat. The recommendation of the author whose article
chronicles all these suicides is so myopic as to almost caricature the more guns equal more death mindset: to reduce
suicide by Indian women, she recommends that the Fijian state stringently control paraquat. n148 Apparently she
believes decreased [*693] access to a means of death will reconcile these women to a life situation they regard as
unendurable. At the risk of belaboring what should be all too obvious, restricting paraquat will not improve the lives of
these poor women. It will only reorient them towards hanging, drowning, or some other means of suicide.

Guns are just one among numerous available deadly instruments. Thus, banning guns cannot reduce the amount of
suicides. Such measures only reduce the number of suicides by firearms. Suicides committed in other ways increase to
make up the difference. People do not commit suicide because they have guns available. They kill themselves for
reasons they deem sufficient, and in the absence of firearms they just kill themselves in some other way.

CONCLUSION

This Article has reviewed a significant amount of evidence from a wide variety of international sources. Each
individual portion of evidence is subject to cavil--at the very least the general objection that the persuasiveness of social
scientific evidence cannot remotely approach the persuasiveness of conclusions in the physical sciences. Nevertheless,
the burden of proof rests on the proponents of the more guns equal more death and fewer guns equal less death mantra,
especially since they argue public policy ought to be based on that mantra. n149 To bear that burden would at the very
least require showing that a large number of nations with more guns have more death and that nations that have imposed
stringent gun controls have achieved substantial reductions in criminal violence (or suicide). But those correlations are
not observed when a large number of nations are compared across the world.

[*694] Over a decade ago, Professor Brandon Centerwall of the University of Washington undertook an extensive,
statistically sophisticated study comparing areas in the United States and Canada to determine whether Canada's more
restrictive policies had better contained criminal violence. When he published his results it was with the admonition:

If you are surprised by [our] finding[s], so [are we]. [We] did not begin this research with any intent to
"exonerate" handguns, but there it is--a negative finding, to be sure, but a negative finding is nevertheless
a positive contribution. It directs us where not to aim public health resources. n150

Legal Topics:

For related research and practice materials, see the following legal topics:
Criminal Law & ProcedureCriminal OffensesMiscellaneous OffensesNuisancesTravel Route ObstructionsGeneral
OverviewCriminal Law & ProcedureCriminal OffensesWeaponsUseGeneral
OverviewTortsNegligenceDefensesAssumption of RiskElements & NatureGeneral Overview
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