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INTRODUCTION 

The United States of America is exceptional in many ways. This includes the fact that there are 
more guns (c. 400 million) than people in the country (332 million) and that we have more gun 
violence than other high-income nations. Many draw a clear line between more guns and more 
gun violence. I argue that such a simple correlation may be true as far as it goes, but it does not 
go very far. It fails to properly understand the culture of guns in America, the reality of gun 
violence, and the relationship between the two.  

In this essay, I will explain my understanding of gun culture and violence and suggest some 
paths forward for reducing criminal violence and self-harm in ways that do not unnecessarily 
burden those for whom guns are unproblematic. 

 

GUN CULTURE PROPERLY UNDERSTOOD 

Misunderstanding #1: The gun industry created gun culture 

In Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture, historian Michael Bellesiles argued 
that private gun ownership was rare in Colonial America and the early republic, that colonists did 
not like and rarely used guns, and that American gun culture only really emerged around the 
Civil War when firearms became more affordable and more heavily marketed by gun 
manufacturers. The book resonated with critics of American gun culture and was awarded the 
prestigious Bancroft Prize for American history. The research upon which these claims were 
based, however, was subsequently shown to be falsified. Bellesiles resigned from his tenured 
position at Emory University and his Bancroft Prize was rescinded.1 

Bellesiles’s experience notwithstanding, the claim that gun culture is a creation of the gun 
industry has been repeated by historian Pamela Haag in The Gunning of America: Business and 
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the Making of American Gun Culture and gun industry whistle-blower Ryan Busse in Gunfight: 
My Battle Against the Industry that Radicalized America.2 

To be sure, firearms are commodities manufactured by profit-seeking organizations in our 
capitalist economy. These companies have a vested interest in selling their products. But the gun 
industry does not create gun culture any more than the golf industry creates golf culture or the 
automobile industry creates car culture. All industries seek to create demand for their products 
and so drive culture, but they also respond to demands in the marketplace that reflect a pre-
existing culture. Better to understand the gun industry as a part of, not apart from, gun culture. 

Understanding: Guns have been a common and normal part of American life from the 
beginning. 

Before there was a gun industry, there were guns in the US. When the first colonists arrived at 
what would be called Jamestown in 1607 and Plymouth Rock in 1620, they had guns at the 
ready. Firearms continued to be commonly owned (by those who could legally do so) in the run-
up to the colonists’ Declaration of Independence from the British Crown and the nation’s 
Constitutional founding. One reliable estimate of ownership rates in early America found 
firearms in 50 to 73 percent of male estates and even 6 to 38 percent of female estates. These 
rates compare favorably to other everyday items listed like swords or edged weapons (14% of 
estate inventories), Bibles (25%), or cash (30%).3 

 

 

 

The diagram above is a heuristic device for understanding the evolution of gun culture in the US 
from the colonial period to the present, highlighting the core emphasis of gun culture in different 
broad time periods. At any point in this history, gun culture is diverse. Today, for example, 
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defensive gun culture is dominant but recreational gun cultures still exist and some own guns 
strictly for practical purposes like vermin control on farms.4 

In the beginning, firearms were practical tools of necessity for hunting, personal and family 
protection, and collective defense on the frontier. Of course, survival was not the only practical 
use to which guns were put in the Colonial and settler-colonial eras. Guns were also offensive 
tools used to maintain the oppression of enslaved people throughout the colonies and against 
Indigenous peoples to facilitate westward expansion. And guns were tools of resistance to 
tyranny in the form of the British crown.5 

As historian Clayton Cramer argued in response to Bellesiles, guns played a fundamental role 
“for the collective military purposes of each colony; for the defense of individual families and 
isolated settlements; as symbols of being citizens with the duty to defend the society; and more 
than occasionally, to demonstrate that nothing has changed in the human condition since Cain 
slew Abel.” Thus, Cramer concludes, “Gun ownership appears to have been the norm for 
freemen, and not terribly unusual for free women and at least male children, through the 
Colonial, Revolutionary, and early Republic periods.”6 

Although guns never cease to be practical tools for some people and purposes, as the nation 
developed, so did American gun culture. In the middle of the 19th century, gun culture became 
more fully elaborated as a culture. It took on new emphases, notably hunting as a sport (not only 
as a source of food), more formalized recreational shooting (including competitions), and various 
types of gun collecting (made more democratic by the surplus of military arms produced by 
global conflicts of the 20th century).7 This is what I call Gun Culture 1.0. Hunting, target 
shooting, and collecting continue to be vital aspects of US gun culture today. At the same time, 
the center of gravity of that culture has shifted from recreational and leisure pastimes to armed 
self-defense over the past half-century. 

Possession and use of projectile weapons for personal protection is as old as humanity and has 
been a reason for gun ownership in the US from the beginning.8 But self-defense as the core of 
American gun culture is more recent. The social unrest and global uncertainty of the 1960s and 
1970s planted the seeds of Gun Culture 2.0. These seeds then sprouted in the 1980s and 1990s 
with the concealed carry revolution and have been blooming ever since. By the 2010s, self-
defense was fully established as the core of American gun culture (even as that culture remains 
diverse).  

Evidence of this shift is found in the growing percentage of people who say they own guns for 
self-defense, the increasing proportion of handguns sold in the civilian market, the rise of the 
civilian defensive firearms training industry, the codification of castle doctrine and stand your 
ground laws, liberalized laws governing concealed carry (“shall issue” and permitless), and 
thematic changes in gun advertising.9 

For example, the figure below shows the change in hunting/sport shooting (red line) compared to 
self-defense/concealed carry (green line) as a percentage of advertisements placed in Guns 
magazine from its inception in 1955 through 2019. By the 2010s, Gun Culture 2.0 themes have 
overtaken the previously dominant Gun Culture 1.0 themes.10 
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Source: David Yamane, et al. 2020. “Targeted Advertising: Documenting the Emergence 

of Gun Culture 2.0 in Guns Magazine, 1955–2019.” Palgrave Communications 6 (1): 1–9. 

 

Guns remain a perfectly normal part of life for a large part of the US population. At least 
75,000,000 American adults personally own a gun, and tens of millions more live in households 
with guns in them.11 A comprehensive survey released by the nonpartisan Pew Research Center 
in 2017 highlights the fact that a majority of the population currently lives with a gun in their 
house or has in the past, and a sizeable minority – what I call the “gun curious” – have thought 
about or are actively considering acquiring a gun. Only about one-third of Americans say they do 
not and will never own guns. A remarkable 7 out of 10 American adults have fired a gun at some 
point in their lives—nearly 180 million people. Viewed the other way around: A minority of 
American adults has never shot a gun.12 Guns are normal, and normal people use guns. 

Misunderstanding #2: Gun owners are mostly politically conservative, middle-aged, married 
white men from the rural South. 

The statistically average gun owner in America has long been seen as politically conservative, 
middled-aged, heterosexual, white cisgender men from the rural South. The characters from the 
TV reality show “Duck Dynasty” represent the typical gun owner for many. 

Due to legal and cultural discrimination historically, there is an element of truth in this 
stereotype. In early America, guns were largely a white male privilege. Efforts to restrict African 
American gun ownership have driven gun control efforts from Reconstruction through the 
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Mulford Act and into the present. And although women have long owned guns, gun culture has 
often reflected the hegemonic masculinity of the broader American culture.13 

Today, the conservative white male face of Gun Culture 2.0 is especially evident in the faction of 
gun owners that are particularly concerned with firearms as tools of defense against government 
tyranny. This includes members of Michigan United for Liberty protesting COVID lockdowns 
by openly carrying rifles at the Michigan state capitol, Missouri Senate candidate Eric Greitens 
using a rifle to hunt “RINOs” in a campaign ad, Oath Keepers leading the assault on the US 
Capitol building on January 6, 2021, and thousands of run-of-the-mill members of “citizen 
militias” across the country.14 

Although access to firearms has often been restricted and interest in recreational use of guns 
limited to people from certain demographic groups, Gun Culture 2.0 is more diverse than these 
exceptional cases suggest.  

Understanding: Gun Culture 2.0 is diverse and has potential to be even more inclusive.  

Gun Culture 2.0 is more inclusive because safety and security are universal concerns, and the 
desire to address these concerns with firearms is not limited to historically prominent 
demographic groups. 

The demographic diversity of defensive gun owners can be seen by examining gun owners who 
only own handguns and new gun owners. These individuals, more than any other, represent the 
changing face of gun owners in America today.  

Most gun owners today cite protection as a reason for ownership. But among those who own 
only handguns, 80% cite protection as a reason. Therefore, people who only own handguns are 
central to Gun Culture 2.0. The 2015 National Firearms Survey highlights some critical 
demographic differences between gun owners in general and those who only own handguns. 
Although women are less likely to own firearms than men, women who do are twice as likely as 
men to own only handguns. Urban and suburban gun owners are far more likely to own only 
handguns than residents of rural areas. Liberal gun owners are nearly twice as likely as political 
conservatives to own only handguns. On average, a higher percentage of whites own guns than 
racial minorities, but Black gun owners are three times as likely and Hispanic gun owners twice 
as likely as whites to own only handguns.15 

Another way of exploring the inclusiveness of Gun Culture 2.0 is to look at people who are new 
gun owners. Again, data from the 2015 National Firearms Survey which compares individuals 
identified as new gun owners to more long-standing gun owners are very suggestive. Between 8 
and 12 percent of current gun owners are new gun owners, defined as those who acquired all of 
their firearms in the past five years. They differ in significant ways from long-standing gun 
owners. New gun owners are more likely to be female, have young kids, be politically liberal, 
own only handguns, and own guns for protection. New gun owners are less like to be old, white, 
have grown up with a gun in the home, and own firearms for hunting or collecting.16 

These trends were only magnified recently, especially during the great gun-buying spree of 
2020+. Fueled by the ongoing pandemic, protests for racial justice, and a contentious presidential 
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election campaign, gun sales soared. Concern for personal safety drove purchasing, especially 
among the many Americans who became new gun owners during this time.17 

 

 

 

According to the 2021 National Firearms Survey, from January 2019 to April 2021, 27.2 million 
US adults (1/10 of the population) bought a gun. This included 7.5 million new gun owners (28% 
of all gun buyers in this period). In 2020 alone, 1.5% of US adults became new gun owners (3.8 
million people), and by the end of the study period, 10% of all gun owners had become gun 
owners since January 2019. Compared to existing gun owners, these new pandemic gun owners 
are younger, more female, more likely to have children, more likely to have never married, more 
African American and Hispanic, and more urban and suburban. They are also more likely to own 
only handguns, suggesting their self-defense orientation.18 

These data are remarkable for how clearly they reflect ongoing trends. Faced with social 
uncertainty and social unrest, it is not surprising that a broad swath of the American population 
would respond by buying guns. So many new and nontraditional gun owners reflect the changing 
face of gun ownership in America away from the Duck Dynasty or Oath Keeper stereotypes. 
They represent a vital part of the changing face and future of Gun Culture 2.0.19 

 

GUN VIOLENCE PROPERLY UNDERSTOOD 

Misunderstanding #3: There is an epidemic of gun violence in the United States 

Googling “gun violence epidemic” yields millions of results, from the media, advocacy groups, 
scholars, and interested others. “Epidemic” here should be seen as a rhetorical phrase meant to 
arouse concern about gun violence and mobilize efforts to “prevent,” “solve,” or “eradicate” it. 
This rhetoric, however, also perpetuates misunderstanding of the nature of gun violence. 
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The Centers for Disease Control describes “an epidemic as an unexpected increase in the number 
of disease cases in a specific geographical area.”20 What we see in the US, by contrast, are 
annual fluctuations in the rate of gun injury and death, and a long-term trend toward lower rates 
of both. 

In the following chart, sociologist Claude Fisher highlights the big picture of declining homicide 
rates in the US over three centuries. He and others also note that most interpersonal violence 
declined over this same period.21 

 

 
Source: Claude Fisher. 2010. “A Crime Puzzle: Violent Crime Declines in America.” Berkeley 

Blog (16 June). 

 

The gun violence that exists in America today is neither unexpected nor equally distributed 
demographically or geographically. 

Thus understood, gun violence presents a paradox: The US has higher rates of gun violence than 
other high-income nations, but most gun owners will not directly experience gun violence. This 
is due to our longstanding gun culture which facilitates a large proportion of our population 
owning guns and the huge number of guns in civilian hands. 

The INfrequency of gun misuse can be seen in the following table, which gives the count of 
some significant negative outcomes with guns and the rate of those outcomes per gun owner 
(=76.5 million) and per gun (=400 million).22 
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Examining just the last row of this table, a mere 0.79% of gun owners and 0.15% of guns are 
involved in fatal or non-fatal injuries or victimization involving firearms annually. Looked at the 
other way around, 99.21% of gun owners and 99.85% of guns are NOT involved in fatal or non-
fatal injuries or victimizations involving firearms annually. 

Gun culture and gun violence coexist but as different social worlds that overlap only in very 
particular and rare ways.23 
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Understanding: Gun injury and death are socially organized and endemic 

Rather than using the emotionally charged language of “epidemic,” it is more accurate and 
helpful to view gun violence in America as “endemic.” This means the problem “is consistently 
present but limited to a particular region.” If we add limited to particular demographic groups 
and behaviors to this definition, we can begin to understand how gun violence – like the violence 
that “has been ubiquitous in human history”24 – is socially organized and unequally distributed. 
It is a health disparity. 

Many observe that the United States has the highest rate of gun violence in the developed world. 
Among 31 high-income members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), the US indeed has the highest per capita homicide rate. That is significant. 
But while aggregating data for the entire country helps us see some things, it blinds us from 
others.  
 
 

 
Source: Johns Hopkins Center for Gun Violence Solutions. 2022. A Year in Review: 2020 Gun Deaths in the U.S. 

 
First, it blinds us from the unequal demographic distribution of gun violence. According to a 
review of 2020 data by the Johns Hopkins Center for Gun Violence Solutions, gun homicide 
victimization’s endemic nature was evident in the fact that men were five times more likely to be 
victimized than women, Blacks twelve times more likely than Whites, Black men fifteen times 
more than White men, and Black women five times more than white women. At the intersection 
of this health inequality, we find Black males ages 15-34 with a 17.9 times higher rate of firearm 
homicide victimization than the national average (see figure above).25 
 
These demographic differences highlight the fact that when it comes to gun violence in the United 
States, no one lives in the United States. To properly understand this reality, we must consider the 
geography of “murder inequality” in America.26 We live in 50 different states, some with higher 
rates of homicide (e.g., Mississippi, 17.9; Louisiana, 17.1) and some with lower rates (Idaho, 
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1.55; Massachusetts, 1.93). But we do not just live in one of 50 states, we live in one of over 
3,000 particular counties or county-equivalents, some with rates of homicide higher than the 
national average (e.g., Phillips County, Arkansas, 55.4; Lowndes County, Alabama, 48.4) and as 
many as half of counties registering no homicides in any given year.27 
 
But we don’t just live in one of 3,000+ counties, we live in one of tens of thousands of cities, 
towns, villages, and unincorporated areas. Homicide rates in some localities are well above the 
national average (St. Louis, 88.1; New Orleans, 51.0; Detroit, 49.7; Memphis, 44.4), and even 
during the especially violent COVID year of 2020, there were cities in gun rich parts of the US 
that had lower than average homicide rates, like Scottsdale (Arizona) and Lincoln (Nebraska) at 
2.7, and Plano (Texas) at 1.0. If the entire country had Plano’s homicide rate, the United States 
would rank #150 out of 195 countries in the world, rather than #60.28 
 
Moreover, even citywide averages can obscure the reality of murder inequality. We do not live in 
particular cities, but in particular neighborhoods. The Trace explored the issue of relative risk in 
St. Louis, the US city with one of the highest homicide rates in recent years. “The homicide rates 
in several neighborhoods in the city are so high,” The Trace reports, that “they exceeded those in 
Honduras, the deadliest country in the world.” At the same time, in other neighborhoods in St. 
Louis, “the risk is negligible.” St. Louis is one of the murder capitals of the United States, but 
some parts are as dangerous as San Pedro Sula and some as safe as Geneva.29 
 
It's not surprising that we see these differences underlying the national average because some 
neighborhoods in the United States are like the developing world socio-economically, and some 
are like the developed world. 
 
Violent crime is so endemic that even neighborhoods can be too geographically broad. 
Criminologists today study “micro-geographic places”: particular street segments in particular 
neighborhoods. For example, as the figure above shows, 50% of crime in New York takes place 
on just over 4% of street segments.30 
 
As researchers from the Centers for Disease Control have observed, “firearm violence is not 
evenly distributed by geography or among the populations living in these communities. Rather it 
is highly concentrated in specific ‘hot spot’ locations and often occurs within high-risk social 
networks.” Andrew Papachristos utilizes the complex mathematical tools of network analysis to 
uncover these patterns of gun violence in communities. Papachristos shows that gun violence, 
while tragic, is rarely random; like a blood borne disease, it travels within social networks. In 
Boston’s Cape Verdean community, 85% of gunshot injuries took place in a network of just 6% 
of the population. In a high crime neighborhood in Chicago, 41% of homicides took place in a 
network of just 4% of the population.31 
 
This highlights the fact that even in high crime micro-geographic places, most residents are not 
directly involved in gun violence. This is not to say that gun violence in communities where it 
concentrates is not a significant problem. About 80% of people shot in criminal assaults survive. 
Beyond the physical and psychological traumas, they directly suffer is the broader trauma 
experienced by their family, friends, and communities. As Patrick Sharkey has documented, 
being in a violent neighborhood has many negative indirect effects, including PTSD, depression, 
decreased cognitive performance, and diminished attention and impulse control. That these 
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disproportionately affect young people is even more reason for concern.32 
 
Misunderstanding #4: Criminal homicides are the most common gun deaths in America. 

As concerning as criminal gun violence is, Americans misunderstand how murder (and even 
more so, mass shootings) fit into the big picture of gun death in America. A 2019 survey 
reported by Heath Druzin using data from UC Davis found that 33% of respondents named 
murders and 25% named mass shootings as the most common form of firearm death. Only 23% 
correctly identified suicides as most common, even though they exceed murders by a 2-to-1 
margin and mass killing victims by nearly 70-to-1 (see figure below).33 
 
 
 

 
Source: Druzin, Heath. 2019. “The Majority Of U.S. Gun Deaths Are Suicides, But A New Poll Suggests Few 

Americans Know It.” Guns & America (1 October). 

 

Understanding: The majority of gun deaths are suicides 

The United States ranks around 31st in the world with a suicide rate of 14.5 per 100,00 in 2021. 
Suicide is the 11th leading cause of death in the US overall and second leading cause among 
those 15-19 years old (comprising 21.5% of all deaths in that age category). 

Like homicide, the annual rate of suicide in the US has fluctuated considerably over time, with 
higher rates in the first half of the 20th century than the second half. From the 1970s to 2000, the 
suicide rate showed an overall pattern of decline, but from 2000 to 2018 it increased almost 
every year. Rates fell in 2019 and 2020 but increased again in 2021.34 
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Firearms play a particular role in suicide in the US. The overall ratio of suicide attempts to 
suicides is 25-to-1 (a 4% case fatality rate), but for suicide attempts with firearms there is an 
85% case fatality rate. Even though there are far fewer suicide attempts with firearms, just over 
half of completed suicides involve guns (54.6% in 2021).35 

Like criminal gun violence, there are clear social markers of suicide vulnerability, though the 
markers for suicide are considerably different than for homicide. Suicide concentrates among 
older, White and Indigenous men in the rural South and West, though rising rates among 
younger people and sexual/gender minorities are causes for additional concern.36 

Geographically, suicide clusters in states with laxer gun restrictions and higher rates of gun 
ownership. The 2021 suicide rate in Montana was 31.7 compared to 7.4 in New Jersey. Although 
establishing a clear causal link between gun laws/ownership and suicide is methodologically 
challenging, a recent prospective cohort study using data from California offers some significant 
insights. The study found that individuals who acquired a handgun had considerably higher rates 
of suicide by any method than those who did not (3.34 times higher for males and 7.16 times 
higher for females). 

 

 
Source: David Studdert, et al. 2020. “Handgun Ownership and Suicide in California.” New England Journal of 

Medicine 382 (23): 2220–29. 

 

The figure above shows the probability of not dying by firearm suicide among handgun owners 
and nonowners over the study period. After 12 years, just over 99.6% of handgun owners had not 
committed suicide by firearm, compared to over 99.9% of handgun nonowners.37 So, the relative 
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risk of dying by suicide among handgun owners is greater than non-owners, but the absolute risk 
of dying by suicide for both groups is quite low. This is evident in the dashed and gray lines at 
the very top of this figure which show the odds of survival on a 0% to 100% scale. 

Without diminishing the significance of firearms as a risk factor for suicide or the trauma that 
suicide entails for survivors, this brings me back to my earlier point that most gun owners and 
those they live with will not experience self-harm with their firearms. 

 

ADDRESSING NEGATIVE OUTCOMES 

Understanding gun violence as a health disparity concentrated in certain demographic groups, 
geographic areas, and behaviors suggests some approaches to addressing negative outcomes over 
others. The most promising immediate remedies see gun owners as part of the solution (rather 
than part of the problem) and focus on behaviors rather than guns, per se. Doing the latter also 
facilitates the former. Finally, because gun violence is a health disparity, it is crucial to think 
beyond immediate remedies to address more fundamental root causes of the problem. 

Criminal violence 

Understanding criminal gun violence as a micro-geographic and small network problem suggests 
highly focused interventions over general solutions. Criminologists like David Kennedy, Thomas 
Abt, and others suggest there are proven strategies to address gun violence that focus very 
specifically on the place, people, and behaviors where violence concentrates, rather than 
regulating or policing guns. These include community-based violence interruption programs like 
Chicago’s Cure Violence and focused deterrence programs like Boston’s Operation Ceasefire. 
Hospital-based violence intervention programs identify and provide resources to violent injury 
patients who are likely either to be re-injured or suffer physical and psychological trauma from 
their injuries. Simply fixing abandoned buildings and cleaning up vacant lots (“urban blight 
remediation”) has been shown to reduce crime and violence, especially in the most impoverished 
neighborhoods.38  

In addition to these immediate actions, more fundamental efforts must be made to address 
concentrated inequality including poverty, systemic racism (especially racial segregation), and 
lack of social investment in needy communities. These actions are mutually reinforcing, because 
reducing inequality reduces violence, and reducing violence helps reduce inequality.39  

Self-harm 

As with criminal violence, self-harm must be addressed both immediately and in the long run. 
Immediate actions to reduce self-harm focus on creating distance between suicidal impulse and 
access to lethal means. Although much attention has been paid to the temporary surrender of 
firearms via Extreme Risk Protection Orders (“red flag” laws), there are a growing number of 
programs designed to make it easier for gun owners to voluntarily relinquish their firearms for a 
period. These include state firearms storage maps and non-profit groups like Hold My Guns, 
which identify locations (e.g., gun stores, law enforcement agencies) that are willing to consider 
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temporary out-of-home gun storage for those in crisis. Additionally, three states have passed 
“Donna’s Law” (after Donna Nathan) which allows individuals to voluntarily place themselves 
on a do-not-sell list in their state’s background check system.  

Efforts are being made both within and outside of gun culture to educate gun owners about the 
importance of responsible storage of firearms to prevent unauthorized access. These include the 
National Shooting Sports Foundation’s Project ChildSafe and Brady United’s End Family Fire 
initiative.40 

More fundamentally, addressing the motivations for self-harm is important. This highlights the 
need to create safe spaces for gun owners to discuss their mental health without fear of losing 
their gun ownership rights, and to create cultural competency among mental health care 
providers to better understand guns and their owners. Walk the Talk America 
(https://walkthetalkamerica.org) was founded by gun industry veteran Michael Sodini for just 
this purpose. 

Talking about suicidality also needs to be destigmatized. The Overwatch+Project 
(https://overwatchproject.org/) is an educational campaign to normalize military veterans talking 
to one another about suicide. Based on the earlier successful “Friends Don’t Let Friends Drive 
Drunk” campaign, their call-to-action is for veterans to “just fucking ask” (JFA) what their 
fellow veterans’ mental state is and what plan they have for their firearms if they are suicidal. 

Of course, there are any number of policies that use the coercive power of the state to regulate 
firearms themselves to reduce gun violence.41 But these policies often regulate unproblematic 
gun owners and so get caught up in the divisive and frequently gridlocked politics of guns in 
America. The policies proposed here are less controversial among gun owners and still have 
immediate beneficial effects. 
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