
Chapter 2  

THE HISTORY 
OF US GUN 

RIGHTS

The issue of controlling access to weapons isn’t new—nor 
is it unique to the United States. People have argued over 

it for centuries. For example, in the twelfth century CE, a 
debate raged in Europe over crossbows. These weapons are 
mechanized bows that fire short, heavy, pointed projectiles 
called bolts. The weapon is much deadlier than an ordinary bow 
that shoots arrows. In 1139 nearly one thousand high-ranking 
Roman Catholic clerics met in Rome for the Second Lateran 
Council. There, the religious leaders agreed to thirty canons, or 
rules and regulations, to guide the church and its followers. In 
the twenty-ninth canon, the council banned the crossbow. In one 
translation of the canons, the clerics described it as “a weapon 
hateful to God” and “too lethal for Christians to use against 
one another.”  Despite this condemnation, European armies—
Christian and otherwise—continued to use the crossbow.
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People began to use modern firearms such as cannons and 
guns in the fourteenth century. Early firearms used gunpowder, 
an explosive chemical mixture, to launch small projectiles 
from tubelike enclosures. Such firearms originated in China 
and then spread to the Middle East and Europe. At first, the 

This illustration depicts medieval archers 
with crossbows and different types of arrows.



gun was mainly a curiosity and not particularly useful in battle. 
Early guns were unreliable and inaccurate. Their range was 
short, and loading them was time-consuming. Gunpowder 
also required careful handling. A soldier had to pack loose 
gunpowder into the barrel of the gun. If gunpowder separated 
into its individual chemicals or was distributed unevenly inside 
the gun, the gunpowder would not explode, and the weapon 
was useless. Proven weapons such as blades and bows were 
much more reliable and efficient.

EVOLVING GUNS, EVOLVING ATTITUDES
For centuries guns remained a fringe technology. They weren’t 
reliable enough to use on the battlefield. But inventors 
continued to experiment with and improve on gun design. They 
also developed new methods of preparing gunpowder, such 
as baking it into pellets. A soldier could quickly load pellets 
into his gun. Pellets were also much more reliable than loose 
gunpowder, with low rates of malfunction.

By the sixteenth century, pistols, or handguns, and long 
guns such as the harquebus were common. Yet guns were still 
largely ineffective. Seasoned warriors scoffed at guns, seeing 
them as crude and clumsy. Many people of the day viewed gun 
users as cowards. A true warrior relied on his blade—a weapon 
that required both skill and courage. Using a gun required little 
skill and even less courage, critics said.

Although guns and their users earned little respect 
for centuries, improving technology eventually made them 
impossible to ignore. From the sixteenth through the eighteenth 
centuries, gun design advanced rapidly. Long-barreled guns 
called muskets brought greater range and accuracy. Fitted with 
blades called bayonets, muskets were useful for both long-range 
and close combat. Soon armies could not survive without guns.
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While guns earned grudging acceptance as a military 
necessity, they remained largely unacceptable in civilian 
(nonmilitary) society. In Europe wealthy upper-class members 
of society saw guns as a threat to their power. If common 
people had guns, they could easily revolt against their rulers. 
Therefore, many European nations strictly controlled guns. In 
1594, for example, Queen Elizabeth I of England banned a type 
of gun called the wheel-lock pistol because it was easy to hide 
and to carry loaded.

But many of these gun restrictions were unnecessary, 
because guns were very expensive and difficult to use. Fear 
of poor people arising en masse, or all together, with guns in 
hand was unrealistic. Few people could afford guns, and fewer 
still knew how to load and fire them. The restrictions didn’t 
do much. But they did establish a social and legal precedent, 
or model, of people in power keeping guns away from the 
common people.

GUNS IN NORTH AMERICA
As gun technology evolved, Europeans were opening new 
frontiers to expand their economies and global power. 
European explorers, soldiers, and settlers began flocking 
to the Americas in the sixteenth century. England, France, 
Spain, Portugal, and other European nations sent shiploads 
of white settlers across the Atlantic Ocean. Each nation was 
determined to take land and set up colonies in the Americas. 
Some of the colonists came armed with guns. They used them 
to drive indigenous (Native American) peoples off the land 
they wanted.

As colonists set up territories and began to create 
successful industries, wealth in the Americas grew. The cost 
of guns fell, and a culture of guns developed that had never 
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existed in Europe. To many colonists, guns were a necessity 
in a land they saw as wild and dangerous. Europeans and 
American Indians frequently clashed violently over control of 
land. Colonists wanted guns to defend themselves and their 
claim to land. Gun ownership became a way of life.

As Europeans expanded their settlements in the Americas, 
firearms played a key role in the conquest of indigenous 
peoples. Gun-wielding Europeans had an advantage over 
American Indians bearing only bows, clubs, spears, and knives. 
Guns were fast and efficient, and they were effective at long 
range. American Indians saw the advantage and wanted guns 
of their own. So firearms became important trading goods 
between colonists and American Indians.

By the eighteenth century, thirteen British colonies 
dominated the eastern seaboard along the Atlantic coast 
of North America. Citizens of these colonies lived under the 
rule of the British king, but their lives were quite different 
from those of their fellow subjects in Great Britain. Gun 
ownership was one of many differences. In Europe guns 
remained restricted to society’s elite. Laws still prevented 
common people from owning or using firearms. Yet in the 
early years of British colonial rule, British rulers encouraged 
gun ownership among North American colonists. They did this 
because the colonists weren’t a direct threat to their rulers 
across the ocean and so that armed colonists could defend 
themselves. They didn’t require British troops to come to the 
colonies to keep them safe. The British Empire saved huge 
amounts of money by allowing North American colonists to 
defend themselves.

While gun ownership was widespread in North America, 
it wasn’t unregulated. For example, in some colonies, able-
bodied men who refused to serve in militias were not allowed 
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to own weapons. Black slaves and other minorities could not 
carry firearms in any colony. A 1723 Virginia law read, “No 
negro [black person], mulatto [mixed-race person], or Indian 
[indigenous person] whatsoever . . . shall hereafter presume 
to keep, or carry any gun, powder, shot, or any club, or other 
weapon whatsoever, offensive or defensive.”  Such laws helped 
keep power in the hands of white people.

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION
Throughout the eighteenth century, the thirteen colonies grew 
more self-sufficient. They also became resentful of British 
interference in their lives. Great Britain was fighting the French 
and Indian War (1754–1763) against the French and several 
American Indian nations over territory along the western 
frontier of the colonies. Great Britain looked for ways to pay 
for its military expenses. The solution: higher taxes on the 
American colonists.

The tax increase did not go over well in the colonies. Anti-
British sentiment grew into widespread protests. Colonists 
complained that Great Britain was taxing them without giving 
them any say in colonial lawmaking. By contrast, their fellow 
citizens in Great Britain had some say in British government.

In the 1770s, tensions reached a breaking point, and 
fighting erupted in Massachusetts in 1775 between colonists 
and British soldiers. The next year, the thirteen colonies 
banded together and declared independence from Great 
Britain. They formed a new nation, the United States of 
America, and rejected British rule. Great Britain would not let 
its colonies go without a fight. And so the American Revolution 
(1775–1783) began.

The colonies’ gun culture played a major role in the war. 
The fledgling United States had no stockpiles of weapons for 
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its new military force, the Continental Army. Many Continental 
soldiers supplied their own weapons. Many new militias formed 
across the colonies. They consisted of local men, many of 
whom owned guns. These militias contributed to the fight 
against the British. Therefore, many early Americans celebrated 
gun ownership not only as a US citizen’s right but also as a 
citizen’s obligation. Owning a gun was an act of patriotism. 
Guns became a symbol of the fierce independence of the 
young United States.

Supplying US troops with guns was a constant struggle 
for General George Washington, leader of the Continental 
Army, and for his officers. While many Americans owned 
guns, most of the weapons were in poor condition and were 
not suitable for military use. This was especially true in 
frontier areas, which had fewer white settlements and were 
farther from ports and markets. Because of the shortage of 
suitable guns, US troops often carried other weapons instead, 
such as bows, spears, and hatchets. Later in the war, guns 
imported from Europe helped turn the tide in the Continental 
Army’s favor.

Washington didn’t have enough guns to supply his whole 
army until the early 1780s. Victory came as soon as he got 
the needed weapons from Europe. US troops forced a British 
surrender in 1781, ending the war in North America. A formal 
peace treaty followed in 1783. A new nation was born. It was 
time to lay out the law of the land, and the right to own guns 

would be a big part of it.

GUN LAWS IN THE NEW NATION
The United States adopted its Constitution in 1787, but many 

lawmakers and citizens were dissatisfied with the document. 

It lacked language to guarantee certain personal freedoms. 
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So lawmakers added ten amendments, or changes, to the 

Constitution in 1791. These amendments, called the Bill of 

Rights, describe the specific rights of US citizens. The Bill 

of Rights prevents the government from denying important 

individual freedoms. 

The new US government and state governments had many 

decisions to make about the laws of the new nation. The US 

Constitution was adopted in 1787, and by 1790, the thirteen 

states had ratified it. A year later, the Second Amendment, 

protecting gun rights, became part of the Bill of Rights. Yet 

leaders continued to struggle with the issue of gun policy. 

After the war, the United States was full of guns and people 

who knew how to use them. Some leaders favored laws like 

those in Europe, which limited gun rights. Others pointed to the 

central role that private citizens—and their guns—had played 

in the war. These leaders argued that all Americans should 

have the right to bear arms with no restrictions.

 Senator Rufus King of New York fell into the camp that 

supported gun control. In 1790 he argued before the US 

Senate “that it was dangerous to put arms into the hands 

of the frontier people for their defense [for fear] they should 

use them against the United States.” This opinion had some 

justification. The United States had already faced rebellions, 

including Shays’ Rebellion in 1786, when poor farmers in 

western Massachusetts took up arms against local courts and 
tax collectors.

Others took the opposite view. Among them was Virginia 
politician Thomas Jefferson, who wrote, “What country can 
preserve its liberties if their rulers are not warned from time 
to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let 
them take arms. . . . The tree of liberty must be refreshed from 
time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.” Jefferson 
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was saying that an armed citizenry was an effective way to 
guard against a cruel and oppressive government.

The details and nature of gun rights eventually found their 
way into federal and state laws. Many of these laws focused 
more on a government’s right to call and arm militias than on 
personal gun rights. But they set an important legal precedent 
about gun control.

EVOLVING GUN LAW
For a century after the Bill of Rights was ratified, Americans 
largely ignored the Second Amendment. Gun technology 
changed little during that time, and the nation didn’t seek 
further gun legislation. Yet gun violence was common. For 
example, gunfights in the western territories were an everyday 
affair. Duels often solved disputes in the South. In these 
strictly regulated contests, combatants fought, often to the 
death, with pistols or other weapons. In other cases, gun use 
was more chaotic. In 1873, for example, an election dispute 
erupted in Louisiana. A white mob, angry at the results of a 
local election, attacked a group of African Americans protecting 
the courthouse in the town of Colfax. The mob badly outgunned 
the armed black citizens. After a brief fight, they threw down 
their arms and surrendered. The white mob murdered almost 
all the African Americans.

The absolute right of US citizens to own guns went 
unchallenged for the next half century. Meanwhile, gun 
technology and manufacture progressed at a rapid rate as 
mechanization took hold in the United States. By the 1920s, 
guns were no longer the inaccurate, slow-loading beasts 
of centuries past. Long-barreled and breech-loading (front 
end) rifles shot spinning bullets with stunning accuracy. 
Guns became smaller so that people could carry and fire 
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pocket-sized handguns easily. Automatic weapons technology 
allowed users to fire multiple rounds of ammunition with a 
single pull of the trigger. Meanwhile, organized crime was on 
the rise. As criminals armed themselves with increasingly 
powerful weapons, many legislators believed it was time for 
gun laws to catch up with gun technology.

The US Congress passed its first law restricting guns in 
1927. The Mailing of Firearms Act outlawed the shipping of 
concealable handguns by US mail. Mail-order sales had taken 
off in the early twentieth century, and the law’s main purpose 
was to slow mail-order gun sales to members of organized 
crime groups. Most politicians supported this small step, 
though criminals easily skirted it. But it marked the beginning 
of a new era of gun-control efforts. The age of unchallenged 
gun rights in the United States was over.

FIREARMS LEGISLATION
Public fear about organized crime continued into the 1930s. 
Crime groups were growing ever bigger and bolder, using 
weapons of terrible power: sawed-off shotguns that could hide 
inside a coat, tommy guns (lightweight machine guns), and 
more. Criminals often outgunned the police, imperiling both the 
police and the public.

In 1934 the US Congress proposed new legislation to deal 
with the problem. The National Firearms Act taxed the sales 
of certain weapons, including handguns, short-barreled rifles 
and shotguns, automatic weapons, silencers, and explosive 
devices. It also required registration of all such weapons with 
federal authorities. Few Americans opposed the regulation 
of automatic weapons and bombs. But including handguns in 
the proposed law set off a firestorm of protest. The National 
Rifle Association (NRA), a gun-rights group founded in 1871, 
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organized a letter-writing campaign objecting to the inclusion 
of those guns in the bill. It worked. Congress altered the law, 
leaving handguns out of it. 

The National Firearms Act of 1934 proved ineffective at 
controlling gun violence. So Congress introduced the Federal 
Firearms Act of 1938 as a more comprehensive gun-control 
bill. The original draft called for gun owners to register their 
guns and to have gun licenses. Supporters argued that the 
bill did not infringe upon the Second Amendment. It preserved 
the right to bear arms—with the proper documentation. But 
the NRA saw things differently and protested loudly and 
effectively. Congress stripped down the bill. The version that 
passed into law accomplished several objectives. It banned 
the sale of firearms to convicted felons (people convicted of 
serious crimes) and fugitives (people on the run from the law). 
It outlawed the transport or shipping of firearms whose serial 
numbers had been removed or altered to make them difficult 
to track. And it barred unlicensed dealers from selling guns 
across state lines. This licensing issue was a token gesture, 
however, as the cost of licensing was a paltry one dollar.

A REVIVED DEBATE
In the 1930s, Americans struggled during the global economic 
collapse of the Great Depression (1929–1942). Banks closed, 
industries failed, and millions of Americans lost their jobs, their 
savings, and their homes. The United States joined World War 
II (1939–1945) in 1941. For the next four years, the nation 
dedicated itself to the war. The economy got a much-needed 
jump start as Americans went back to work at new factories 
for manufacturing everything the US military needed to fight 
the war. Organized crime declined, and the gun-control debate 
quieted for the next twenty years.
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The debate reemerged in 1963. Senator Thomas Dodd of 
Connecticut was on a US Senate committee dealing with youth 
crime. He blamed easy access to cheap imported handguns 
for contributing to the problem. He proposed making these 
cheap handguns more difficult and expensive to get by heavily 
taxing imported handguns. But historians think that Dodd may 
have had an additional motive. Dodd’s home state was a hub 

THE NATIONAL RIFLE ASSOCIATION
During the Civil War, two Union officers, William Church and George 
Wingate, were shocked by their troops’ poor marksmanship. So, in 1871, the 
two men formed the National Rifle Association to promote rifle shooting 
and improve marksmanship among American gun owners.

The early NRA bore little resemblance to the political organization 
it would later become. It focused on building shooting ranges and 
promoting sport shooting. In the first decade of the twentieth century, 
the NRA began encouraging youth shooting programs and college rifle 
clubs. In 1916 the NRA took control of a firearms interest magazine, 
Arms and the Man, changing its name in 1923 to the American Rifleman. 
One purpose of the magazine was to inform NRA members of gun laws 
under consideration around the nation.

In 1934 the NRA formed a legislative affairs division to fight against 
perceived attacks on Second Amendment rights. This new wing of the 
NRA helped organize protests and letter-writing campaigns to pressure 
politicians into voting down laws restricting gun ownership. The NRA’s 
political clout grew over the following decades. Through the late 1960s, the 
NRA supported some level of gun control. But passage of the Gun Control 
Act of 1968 created a rift among NRA leaders. Some supported modest gun 
control, and others opposed it in all forms.

By the mid-1970s, opposition to all gun control prevailed, cementing 
the NRA’s hard-line stance. The NRA’s lobbying power grew. By 2017 the 
NRA claimed to have a national membership of five million people. While 
that’s less than one-fifth of American gun owners, the organization raises 
millions of dollars each year, often from small donations, and wields 
enormous political influence.
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of gun manufacturing. His proposal would have helped US gun 
manufacturers, who were losing sales to foreign gun makers.

Shortly after Dodd made his proposal, a tragedy shook 
the nation. Lee Harvey Oswald assassinated President John 
F. Kennedy in Dallas, Texas, on November 22, 1963. Oswald 
had used an imported Italian rifle to kill the young and popular 
president. He had ordered the inexpensive rifle after seeing an 
advertisement in the NRA’s magazine, the American Rifleman. 
Dodd responded to the assassination by widening the scope 
of his bill to include mail-order rifles and handguns. Congress 
defeated the bill, largely because many lawmakers thought it 
was too sweeping.

Five years later, Congress passed the Gun Control Act of 
1968. This act was a response to a series of violent urban riots 
and political assassinations, including the murders of civil rights 
leader Martin Luther King Jr. and Senator Robert Kennedy of 
New York, President Kennedy’s brother. Unlike the bills before 
it, this legislation had some teeth. It severely restricted gun and 
ammunition sales across state lines. It required gun dealers 
to keep detailed records of every sale. It banned the import of 
guns not used for sports such as hunting or target shooting. It 
established a federal regulatory agency, later called the Bureau 
of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. The Gun Control 
Act of 1968 was the first comprehensive gun legislation ever 
passed in the United States.

The act was controversial. Some felt that comprehensive 
gun legislation was long overdue and that this law was just a 
beginning. Others claimed it infringed on Second Amendment 
rights. The debate raged even within the NRA. One top NRA 
official reportedly favored the legislation. Others opposed it. 
The divide created a power struggle within the organization. 
Some members wanted to support reasonable gun control, 
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while others opposed gun-control legislation of any kind. 
Eventually the group opposed to any legislation took control of 
the NRA. Opposition to almost all gun control has remained the 
NRA’s position ever since.

POLITICAL TUG-OF-WAR
Over the following decades, gun control became more politicized. 
The NRA grew into a large and powerful political force. It used 
its size and wealth to lobby, or influence, politicians and other 
officials to support eased restrictions on gun sales. In elections 
the NRA usually supported conservative gun-rights candidates. 
NRA support forced a divide between conservatives (mostly 
Republicans) and liberals (mostly Democrats) on the issue.

In the early 1980s, controversy surrounded armor-piercing 
bullets. These bullets blast through armor such as bulletproof 
vests. Some people call such bullets “cop killers” because 
criminals used them to kill police officers. Congress introduced 
bills to ban the sales of such bullets, but the NRA fought 
the ban. It claimed the ban would limit hunters’ ammunition 
choices. But even many of the NRA’s longtime political allies 
questioned that claim. One senator reportedly asked when deer 
had started wearing body armor. The bullets were unnecessary 
for hunting and were used mainly to kill people, especially 
police officers. Congress reached a compromise in the Law 
Enforcement Officers Protection Act of 1985. The law forbade 
US manufacture of and import of armor-piercing ammunition 
except for government use.

In 1986 the NRA scored a major victory in its battle against 
gun control. That year, due mostly to NRA persistence, the US 
Congress passed the Firearm Owners’ Protection Act. This law 
scaled back many of the 1968 restrictions on gun dealers. It 
lifted the ban on interstate sales. It more narrowly defined the 
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term gun dealer so that dealer restrictions applied to fewer gun 
sellers. And it allowed licensed dealers to sell at gun shows. As 
a compromise, the law banned machine guns made after 1986.

Other laws were in the works too. For example, two US 
senators sponsored a bill called the Undetectable Firearms Act 
of 1988. If passed, this law would have banned all-plastic guns, 
which can evade metal detectors. The bill never came to a vote.

THE BRADY BILL
The next major gun-control debate started in 1987, when 
the Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act was introduced 
in Congress. This proposal stemmed from the attempted 
assassination of President Ronald Reagan six years earlier. 
John Hinckley Jr. had opened fire on Reagan and others near a 
hotel in Washington, DC. Reagan took a bullet in his lung and 
recovered quickly. His press secretary, James Brady, wasn’t so 
lucky. A bullet struck him in the head. The bullet was designed 
to shatter on impact. It sent metal fragments into Brady’s 
brain. Brady survived the attack, but the wound left him with a 
permanent brain injury and partial paralysis.

Later, Brady and his wife led a new campaign for gun 
control. They formed an organization called the Brady 
Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence. In the 1980s, its members 
lobbied for a waiting period for gun purchases. They proposed 
that anyone buying a gun should have a seven-day waiting 
period before receiving the gun. They argued that a waiting 
period would prevent people from rushing out in anger or 
confusion to buy guns and commit crimes. It would also give 
police time to do background checks and prevent convicted 
felons and illegal immigrants from buying guns. The proposal 
wouldn’t prevent anyone from buying a gun. It would just slow 
down the process. 
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The NRA protested, claiming that a waiting period would 
not prevent violent criminals from obtaining guns. The NRA 
pointed out that criminals often buy guns from individuals, not 
from licensed gun dealers. The waiting period, they argued, 
would do little more than make it harder for law-abiding gun 
owners to purchase guns. After a long and heated debate, the 
Brady Act finally passed—with some alterations—in 1993. The 
seven-day waiting period shrank to five days. And the waiting-
period requirement would expire in 1998. Meanwhile, the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) would set up an instant 
background check system that would go into effect once the 
waiting period expired in 1998.

James Brady (seated far left) and his family (back row center right) 
attended President Bill Clinton’s signing of the Brady Act into law 
in 1993. The law mandates a waiting period between purchasing a 
gun and taking the weapon into a person’s possession.

DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA v. HELLER
In 1994, just one year after the Brady Act passed into law, the 
gun-control debate reemerged over assault weapons. These 
powerful automatic or semiautomatic weapons are designed 
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for military-style attacks. That year Congress passed the 
Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act. Among other 
things, this law banned many of the world’s most common 
assault weapons, listing them by name rather than by broader 
categories. The federal assault weapons ban expired in 2004, 
and Congress did not renew it. Since then proposals for new 
assault weapons bans have come and gone. None has passed. 

The gun-control debate heated up again in 2007 and 
2008. A few years earlier, residents of Washington, DC, had 
mounted a legal challenge against the city’s gun-control 
law. This law banned most residents from owning handguns, 
automatic firearms, high-capacity semiautomatic weapons, and 
unregistered firearms. The law also required firearms in private 
homes to be unloaded, disassembled, or stored in a locked 
cabinet or safe. The case, called District of Columbia v. Heller, 
rose all the way to the US Supreme Court. The key question 
was whether the Second Amendment protects individual gun 
rights or the collective gun rights of all Americans.

In June 2008, the Supreme Court reached a decision. 
For the majority opinion, Justice Antonin Scalia wrote, “The 
Second Amendment protects an individual right to possess a 
firearm unconnected with service in a militia, and to use that 
arm for traditionally lawful purposes, such as self-defense 
within the home.” Writing separate opinions for the dissent, 
Justices Stephen Breyer and John Paul Stevens said that 
the amendment does not protect an absolute right to gun 
ownership. The NRA and other gun-rights supporters hailed the 
ruling as a major victory. 

MASS SHOOTINGS
In 2012 a twenty-year-old gunman entered Sandy Hook 
Elementary School in Newton, Connecticut. He killed twenty 
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THE COLUMBINE SHOOTINGS
On the morning of April 20, 1999, students and teachers filled the halls of 
Columbine High School in Columbine, Colorado. For most of them, the day 
started like any other. But later that morning, as gunshots rang through the 
school, the day became one that many Americans will never forget.

The shooters were two Columbine students, Eric Harris and Dylan 
Klebold, later described as social outcasts. They had been in trouble with 
the law before. They had made threats against classmates and committed 
other petty, or minor, crimes.

They were too young to purchase firearms legally, so an older friend 
bought a semiautomatic rifle and two shotguns for them at a gun show. 
Another contact later sold them a semiautomatic handgun. The boys also 
built a supply of homemade explosive devices at their homes.

 In the late morning of April 20, Klebold and Harris killed one teacher 
and twelve students and injured another twenty-one students. Harris 
and Klebold ended their shooting spree by taking their own lives. The 
story made news worldwide. Questions swirled. What had caused these 
boys to go on a deadly rampage? And how had they acquired such 
powerful firearms?

The boys each had a history of criminal behavior. Both had undergone 
psychological treatment for emotional problems. Every warning sign was 

up. Gun-control activists 
quickly portrayed the tragedy 
as evidence that US gun laws 
were too lax. Gun-rights 
supporters pointed out that 
existing gun-control laws 
hadn’t prevented Harris and 
Klebold from getting the guns 
they wanted. More laws would 
do no good.

The Columbine shootings 
marked the beginning of a 
dark new era in gun violence. 
Copycat killers began staging 
their own school shootings. 
Within a decade, school 
shootings had grown into an 
epidemic, with no end in sight. 

An impromptu memorial arose at a park in 
Littleton, Colorado, shortly after a school 
shooting at nearby Columbine High School 
in April 1999.

THE HISTORY OF US GUN RIGHTS 27



children, between the ages of six and seven, and six adults 
before taking his own life. Four years later, in 2016, a twenty-
nine-year-old security guard killed forty-nine people in a gay 
nightclub in Orlando, Florida. A year later, a sixty-four-year-
old man opened fire from a hotel window onto a crowd at a 
music festival in Las Vegas, killing fifty-nine people (including 
himself) and injuring almost one thousand more. Then, in 
February 2018, a teen gunman killed seventeen people at 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. 
In October 2018, a forty-six-year-old man gunned down eleven 
people at a Jewish synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
These were just a few of what many Americans saw as an 
epidemic of mass shootings.

President Obama wept as he spoke at a White House 
press conference after a school shooting in Connecticut 
in which twenty young children and six adults died.
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THE PULSE NIGHTCLUB SHOOTING
The idea of terrorists with guns gives pause to even the most passionate 
gun-rights supporters. That aspect of the gun-control debate took center 
stage on June 12, 2016. That evening a shooter who claimed allegiance 
to a radical Islamic organization walked into Pulse, a gay nightclub 
in Orlando, Florida, and opened fire. The attack left fifty people dead, 
including the shooter, and marked the biggest terrorist attack on US soil 
since the September 11, 2001, terror attacks in New York City and near 
Washington, DC.

In the days right after the shooting, many Americans believed that the 
shooter had carried out 
a hate crime targeting 
gay people. But later 
evidence suggests that 
the shooter wasn’t 
aware of that, having 
asked a security guard 
why there weren’t any 
women inside.

The shooter 
used a Sig MCX, 
a semiautomatic 
assault-style rifle that 
resembles the AR-15. 
He had purchased the 
weapon, along with 
other firearms, legally. 
Gun-control supporters 
quickly pointed out 
that the AR-15 had been 
used in previous mass 
shootings. They called 
for further restriction 
on such assault rifles. Gun-rights supporters countered that banning this 
type of weapon would not stop mass shootings. They said that focusing 
on issues such as terrorism and mental health were more important than 
restricting gun rights.

Mourners gathered in Orlando after the deadly 
terrorist shooting at the Pulse nightclub in June 2016. 
Many Americans initially believed the shooting was a 
hate crime, but evidence suggests the killer was not 
aware that the club attracted a gay clientele.
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Waves of protest and calls for changes to gun laws came 
from anguished parents, survivors, and allies after each 
shooting. Among the loudest of them came in 2018 after 
the Parkland shooting. For the first time in the history of the 
gun-control debate, teens took the lead in demanding change. 
As young people—led by survivors of the Parkland shooting—
mobilized and demanded change, politicians on both sides of 
the debate scrambled to come up with solutions. The March 
for Our Lives protests in March 2018 highlighted the teen-led 
movement, with marches across the nation and the globe. 
Republican president Donald Trump was quick to advocate 
further gun laws, especially regarding universal background 
checks. “We want to pass something great, and to me the 
something great has to be where we prevent it from happening 
again,” Trump said, referring to the Parkland shooting. 

“The United States of America is not the only country 
on Earth with violent or dangerous people. We are not 
inherently more prone to violence. But we are the only 
advanced country on Earth that sees this kind of mass 
violence erupt with this kind of frequency. It doesn’t 
happen in other advanced countries. It’s not even 
close. . . . And instead of thinking about how to solve 
the problem, this has become one of our most polarized, 
partisan debates—despite the fact that there’s a general 
consensus in America about what needs to be done.” 
—President Barack Obama, 2016 

His call to action was short-lived, however. Shortly 
afterward, Trump addressed members at the NRA’s annual 
convention in Dallas, Texas. He told them, “Your Second 
Amendment rights are under siege. But they will never, ever be 
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TRAYVON MARTIN
On February 26, 2012, seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin was visiting 
relatives in the Twin Lakes gated community in Sanford, Florida. As Martin 
walked through the neighborhood, one of its community watch leaders, 
twenty-eight-year-old George Zimmerman, spotted him from his car. 
Zimmerman called the police, reporting Martin as suspicious.

Zimmerman abruptly broke off his conversation with the police 
dispatcher, claiming that Martin had started running. He brought a 
handgun as he gave chase. While the exact details about what happened 
next remain unclear, the two men clashed violently, leaving Zimmerman 
bloodied. As Martin left the scene, heading toward the town house where 
he was staying, Zimmerman raised his weapon and fired. The shot struck 
and killed Martin.

News of the exchange and Zimmerman’s arrest made national 
headlines. He claimed that he had fired in self-defense, citing Florida’s 
stand-your-ground law. This legislation gives a person the right to shoot 
and kill another person in self-defense, even if it would have been possible 
to flee the situation safely. Many Americans felt that the shooting was 
racially motivated. (Martin was black. Zimmerman has been described as 
white, Hispanic, or both.) A jury sided with Zimmerman. It found that he 
had fired legally in self-defense, and he was cleared of all charges. 

Artist Tatyana Fazlalizadeh attends the 2018 unveiling of her mural portrait of 
Trayvon Martin in New York City.
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under siege as long as I’m your president.” While gun-control 
law did not change at the federal level, some states beefed up 
their gun restrictions. 

President Donald Trump spoke at the 
annual NRA meeting in May 2018. There, 
he spoke of his support of the NRA mission 
to ensure gun rights in the United States.

As the debate escalated, the two sides rallied around their 
long-held positions. Those who opposed new gun laws argued 
that mass shootings were a mental health issue, not a gun 
issue. They said that the focus should be on health care and 
terrorism, not on restricting gun rights. However, those calling 
for greater gun restrictions insisted that the problem was on 
both fronts. It wasn’t just a mental health issue. It was also 
a gun issue. Many Democrats worked to propose further gun 
restrictions, but the Republican-controlled Congress and White 
House blocked the way.
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The debate rages on. Gun control continues to divide 
Americans. Where should the government draw the line 
between individual rights and the safety of society? The 
question has divided the nation, and it’s not going away 
anytime soon. 

Polls show that in the first two decades of the twenty-
first century, the divide between Americans who want 
laws to control gun ownership and those who want to 
protect the right to own guns has narrowed significantly.

Controlling Guns versus Protecting Rights
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