












































debated topic, but at present the evidence is very thin for the hypothesis that any s
appreciable portion of observed suicides is a function of the availability of firearms.

It is always possible, but remains entirely conjectural, that a handy firearm does raise
the rate of suicide. If so, this would be an example of the “Zimring-Cook” effect—the
proposition that a certain percentage of fatal incidents begin ambiguously so far as the
intentions of the actor are concerned, and result in death only because an almost-always
deadly weapon like a gun is ready at hand.

It may well be true that a Zimring-Cook effect occurs in some contexts, but it is
difficult to see why suicide would be one of them. Internationally, rates of suicide appear to
be quite independent both of gun control laws and patterns of firearms ownership in civilian
populations. Very high rates of suicide are found, for example, in firearms-free populations
like JapanSg—-but of course the rates of suicide in such places might be even higher if
firearms were more readily available. And low rates of suicide are found in such relatively
well-armed jurisdictions as Israel and New Zealand—but of course those rates might be still
Jower were firearms absent. Such prospects are impossible to rule out with existing research
techniques.

If, as a concession to plausibility, one eliminates the suicide data from the 1986
Kellermann-Reay study, the “43 times” statistic is transfigured into one less imposing: a
firearm kept in the home is six times more likely to be used fo kill a member of the
household than to kill a criminal intruder. But even this number is of precarious significance,
for it embodies the dubious assumption that comparing “body counts” is a meaningful way
to report the usefulness of firearms.

Comparative body counts are not ] ]
ordinarily used to measure the utility of Any meaningful tally of firearms

firearms or the use of force. One does not “use” must include not merely the

measure the effectiveness of a police fraction of cases in which someone
department, for example, by comparing the [ was killed, but also cases in which
number of officers and criminals killed over there was a wounding and those in
some time period. Rather, one asks what which a weapon was used to

effect the police have had on the rate of threaten but was not discharged.
crime. Similarly, one should not compare

the number of burglars or other intruders
and civilians killed by domestic firearms, but rather ask how many burglars or other
intruders were driven away or deterred by the firearm.

Any meaningful tally of firearms “use” must include not merely the fraction of cases
in which someone was killed, but also cases in which there was a wounding and, for that
matter, the probably much larger number of cases in which a weapon was used simply to
threaten, but was not discharged at all. Indeed, the case is broader even than that. We
should also try to estimate the number of crimes that did not occur at all because of the
prospect of meeting armed resistance. Research by criminologist Don Kates offers reason to
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believe that the probability of encountering an armed defender does enter into a potential
criminal’s calculations.

Evaluation of the 1993 study. The 1993 study by Kellermann et al. raises a number
of different problems. The “case-control” methodology used in the study risks generating
spurious correlations if the researcher fails to take into account subgrouping, sometimes
called socid! stratification.

By way of example, the U.S. population can be said to consist of two subgroups.
The first subgroup—a relatively small minority of the total population—is composed of
career criminals, gang members, and others with a history of criminal activity. This subgroup
has a high risk of homicide and a relatively high gun ownership rate. The second
subgroup—the vast majority of the total population—is the general law-abiding public. This
subgroup has a low risk of homicide and a lower gun ownership rate than the first.

Henry Schaffer, professor of genetics at North Carolina State University, explains:

There is no causal relationship between gun ownership and homicide in either
subgroup. . . . However, when we put the two groups together into the single
population they compose, . . . an association between gun ownership and homicide
[appears]. This is not due to gun ownership having a causal effect, but rather there is
a “confounding” variable of subgroup membership, and gun ownership is associated
with that subgroup.'51

In principle, it would be possible to ascertain whether the Kellermann results can be
explained by subgroup analysis, but as with the Seattle-Vancouver study, the authors have
not made their data available to allow this analysis to be performed. Lawrence Southwick,
professor of management at State University of New York (Buffalo), has pointed out that
because of the authors’ unwillingness to publish their data, it is “not possible to replicate the
statistical tests nor to improve on them.” Thus the results of the study must be accepted “on
faith, an attitude not in keeping with good science. w2

A second problem with the 1993 study is that its sample is not well-chosen. As
Southwick points out,

Any successful use of a gun for self-defense is excluded from the sample. lf a
potential victim used a gun to threaten or to shoot an intruder, that was not included
in the sample. Only a person who was killed in his own home was included.
Consequently, the authors’ statement that ‘our methodology was capable of
demonstrating significant protective effects of gun ownership as readily as any
evidence of increased risk’ is clearly false; any protective effect was deliberately
excluded.”
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More fundamentally, it appears that, contrary to the authors’ claims, not all the

homicides meeting the study’s “in the home” criterion were in fact included in the study. As
Henry Schaffer points out:

There were 444 homicides meeting the “home” criterion. [Twenty-four] were
excluded for “various reasons,” leaving 94.6 percent. But then 7 percent were
dropped because of a failure to interview the proxy, and an additional 1 percent
because of a failure to find a control, leaving 388 matched pairs. The authors state,
“Although case-control studies offer many advantages over ecologic studies, they are
prone to several sources of bias. To minimize selection bias, we included all cases of
homicide in the home, and rigorously followed an explicit procedure for randomly -
selecting neighborhood control subjects.” [M]any would be willing to allow 87.4
percent to be described as “all.” However, this is not the end—even though there
were 388 matched pairs, it appears that the study did not obtain complete data on all
of them, and the multivariate analyses used require complete data, and so there
were only 316 matched pairs used in the final analyses This represents 71.2 percent
of the hom1c1des It is very difficult to accept that “all” fairly describes this 71.2
percent.

A third problem with the study is the possibility that the fear of being killed might
inspire a person to arm himself. Actually, that possibility did occur to the study’s authors,
since they included a specific disclaimer about it in the article’s text. But Dr. Kellermann, the
study’s principal author, seems never to mention the disclaimer in any of his many media
interviews, and as a consequence the point gets quite lost in the public conversation. That is
unfortunate, for rational self-armament by criminals is a cogent explanation of the
association between firearms ownership and homicide. % Peter Reuter and Mark Kleiman
estimated that drug dealers are at great risk of being murdered, far higher than the risk to
which ordinary people are exposed.66 Homicide data from Chicago are basically
confirma‘%ory: In recent years 60 percent or more of murder victims have had police
records.

Dr. Kellermann has since refused to meet this point, but rather offered an
obfuscation. “It is relatively easy,” he wrote to establish cause and effect when the victim is
dead on the floor with a bullet in his head.”™ But of course there was never a question
whether a bullet in the head might “cause” someone’s death. The question of causation has
always been whether being a drug dealer or criminal, as distinct from being simply a gun
owner, increased the risk of being victimized by customers, suppliers, or other (criminal)
business associates, whether inside the home or out of it. So long as a well-founded fear of
death might lead someone both to arm himself and to be at greater risk of being murdered,
the correlation upon which Dr. Kellermann places so much weight simply cannot support
the inference he seeks to draw.
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The District of Columbia Gun Control Experience

Data from the District of Columbia are persuasive or unpersuasive about the efficacy
of gun control laws, depending upon what time period is chosen for measurement. Colin
Loftin and his coauthors tracked the experience in the District of Columbia for seven years
after its 1976 gun control law was enacted and concluded:

In the District of Columbia, the mean frequency of both suicides and homicides by
firearms declined by about one-quarter in the period after the law went into effect.
In contrast, none of the comparison time series showed declines of similar magnitude
during the same period. . . . The adjacent areas in Maryland and Virginia, which
were not subject to the change in gun regulations, did not have declines in gun-
related homicides and suicides similar to those observed in the District of Columbia.
The best explanation for the District of Columbia data is the weapons-choice theory
developed by Zimring, Cook, and others. According to this view, assauits, whether
against others or self-directed, vary with respect to the intent to kill. Some are
characterized by a sustained, single-minded determination, whereas in others the
intention is episodic and ambivalently motivated. If the resolve is weak or short-lived,
the relative frequency with which a particular type of weapon is used will be
influenced by its availability. The key element in the theory is that firearms are more
likely to cause death than are other weapons that are likely to be substituted. It
follows that even if there is no change in the number of assaults or suicide attempts,
a reducfgon in the availability of guns will result in a reduction in the number of
deaths.

Lofiin et al. professed surprise at the
A longer measurement period would

magnitude and suddenness of the drop-off
in gun-related bloodletting following the
enactment of the District’s gun control law.
Yet, as is generally well known, only a few
years later the District of Columbia is

have shown an association between
the District of Columbia’s gun
control law and increases in the
homicide rate.

experiencing a much higher murder rate
than that recorded before the passage of
restrictive gun control !ezgislation.70 It is a chronic liability of time-series analyses that the
results they generate are highly sensitive to the time periods chosen for measurement. '
Indeed, choosing a longer measurement period would have shown an association between
restrictive gun control laws and increases in the homicide rate.

Loftin and his colleagues state thai the introduction of new variables, such as turf
wars among drug dealers, could explain subsequent increases in homicide rates without
necessarily invalidating the possibility that, in the absence of the restrictive law, things might
have been worse. Indeed so—but this argumentative escape hatch simply highlights the
abiding uncertainty of this sort of social science research. A policy can be manifestly a
failure, yet its proponents can proclaim it a great success because of how much worse things
would have been—conjecturally—had no such policy been in effect. By such
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“guesstimative” expedients, evidence that is merely suggestive and preliminary is translated
into irrefutable proof.

Yet it remains surprising that the

effect that Loftin and his coauthors Guns do not self-destruct because a

believed they had observed had occurred law was passed, and only the most
so swiftly. The theory behind gun control conscientious and law-abiding will
laws—that they “thin out” the number of dispose of newly outlawed weapons.

weapons in circulation—can hardly be -
supposed to operate over any short run, let
alone instantaneously. Guns do not self-destruct because a law was passed, and only the
most conscientious and law-abiding would have disposed of newly outlawed weapons. In
fact, as was true of the Seattle-Vancouver studies discussed earlier, Loftin did not say
whether and how much the law actually reduced firearms ownership. Such data are
unavailable. Yet without them, it is hardly possible to understand and interpret the supposed
relationship between the distribution of firearms and their rates of abuse.

Gun Control in Chicago: A Case Study

The City of Chicago has one of the nation’s most restrictive gun control laws. Since
April 1982 it has been illegal to purchase or register any handgun within the city. At the time
Chicago's law was passed, then-Mayor Jane Byrne touted it as an anti-crime measure. How
has her claim fared through the past dozen years?

A review of the Chicago Murder Analyses from 1965 to 1992 provides information
on this question. The Murder Analyses are compiled annually by the Chicago Police
Department, offering painstaking detail about

the number of murders committed in the Figure 1
City of Chicago, the types of weapons used Murders in Chicago
in those murders, the age of offenders and 1965 to 1992

victims, and much more.

Figure 1 shows the number of 900
murders in the City of Chicago between
1965 (seventeen years before the city’s gun
control law was enacted} and 1992 (ten
years after gun control). Between 1965 and
1974 there was a steady increase in the 600 -
number of murders, with 1972 being the
only exception. Between 1974 and 1990,
the number of murders stayed within a_ 400
reasonably narrow range, with a fairly
dramatic fall in 1982—the year gun control 300 T
was passed. Just ﬁve years later, in 1987, the 1965 1968 1671 1874 1977 1980 1983 1088 1889 18892
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number of murders in the city began to Figure 2

climb steadily. Indeed, by gun control’s Murders with Firearms in Chicago
tenth anniversary, the number of murders 1965 to 1992

in the city was back where it had been a

700
decade before gun control,

G50
800

Figures 2 and 3 narrow the analysis §
to include only firearms (Figure 2) and
handguns {Figure 3). The two figures
closely track Figure 1: steady increase until
1974; stabilization until 1981; stabilization 400
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again at a lower level for five years; and 3801 i
then a steady increase beginning in 1989. 300 i
250 |
What all three graphs show is that 200} }

the number of murders ebbs and flows 1804

with little apparent respect for gun control 1966 1060 1972 1075 1978 1981 1984 1987 1980

laws. The nafional gun control act of 1968
appears to have had litile effect on

ok Y Figure 3
murders with firearms in Chicago: The . . .
number of murders committed with Murders with Handguns in Chicago
1965 to 1992

handguns rose dramatically in the years
following its passage. The number of 650 -
murders with handguns was falling in
Chicago before passage of the city’s 1982
gun control law. That year, the number of 450 -
murders fell precipitously. Was this
evidence of the gun control law working?
If so, upon what theory? Were there 360
suddenly fewer guns in circulation? Were 200 -
criminals, heedless of the state’s murder
laws before the city passed its ordinance,
more careful once handgun possession 2004
became a misdemeanor? Then what?

500

400 —

250+

150[Il|f|l\iilirl\\\\ll
1966 1960 1972 1975 1978 1881 1984 1987 1990

Then perhaps nothing. After all, the
national murder rates rose very rapidly
from the mid-1960s through 1979, and then began falling. Through most of the 1980s
national murder rates declined, as did the rates in Chicago. Then in the late 1980s, national
murder statistics began to trend up. Chicago’s numbers did likewise. Currently, after thirteen
years under a strict handgun ban, handgun murders and murders of all sorts are at record
levels in the city.

In light of this record, calling for more, or yet-more-stringent, gun control laws begins
to seem like neurotic behavior.
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PART 3

The Fconomics of Gun Control”

Some gun control advocates believe that a reduction in the total number of firearms
will reduce crime. Their implicit model is:

A reduction in the general availability of firearms
will lead to:

A reduction in the number of firearms in the hands of those who might abuse them
which in turn will lead to:

A reduction in violent crime.

A reduction in the general availability of firearms could be accomplished in a number
of ways, including raising taxes on firearms and/or ammunition, restrictive licensing of
firearms owners, waiting periods, stricter reporting requirements for firearms dealers, higher
dealer fees, etc. All of these methods operate by making it more difficult and/or more
expensive for the general public to acquire firearms. All of these methods directly affect only
the legal market for firearms. If enforced, they will indirectly affect the illegal or black market
by driving up the prlce of firearms. Firearms still would be available to criminals. But the
price would be hlgher one would therefore expect to see potential criminals purchase
fewer guns and reserve their firearms for “higher-valued” uses. The key questions are: how
many fewer guns would criminals buy; how would they channel their weapons to higher-
valued uses; and how would the firearms purchasing and retaining behavior of non-
criminals change in response to this price increase?

There are sound theoretical reasons to expect only a small decrease in the flow of
guns to criminals. The reasons have to do with the characteristics of the supply and demand
for firearms in the illegal market.

Demand Effects

How many fewer firearms will be demanded by criminals will depend upon the
responsiveness of criminal buyers to a price increase, or what economists call the elasticity
of demand. If demand is responsive (elastic), a price increase will result in a relatively large
decrease in the quantity demanded. If demand is unresponsive (inelastic), a price increase
will result in a relatively small decrease in the quantity demanded.
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Elasticity depends upon the availability, cost, and other characteristics of substitutes
for the item in the intended use. If there are many good substitutes, demand will tend to be
elastic (responsive); if there are few good substitutes, demand will tend to be inelastic
{unresponsive).

For use in violent crime—armed robbery, turf wars, and so on—there are few good
substitutes for firearms. Economists Steven Balkin and John F. McDonald explain:

.. . because handguns are easily concealed and are very effective weapons for
obtaining victim compliance, other weapons such as long guns and knives are
imperfect substitutes for handguns. . . . While the elasticity of demand for handguns
may vary with the type of illegal intent, the aforementioned conjectures lead to the
expectation that the overall elasticity of demand for handguns for criminal purpose is
relatively low.™

In other words, the quantity of firearms sought by criminals will not decrease much in
response to a price increase.

Analysis of the demand for firearms reveals a second problem with gun control
proposals. Even if one assumes, conservatively and counterintuitively, that criminals and
non-criminals begin with an identical desire to obtain a gun, they will not end with an
identical demand, because {by definition) criminals plan definitely to use their guns (or in
any event to have control over whether and when they will use them), whereas people who
want guns for self-defensive purposes plan to use them only contingently—that is, in the
unlikely event that an appropriate occasion for using them should present itself. According
to Balkin and McDonald, “recreational demand has the relatively highest price elasticity,
followed b% self-protection demand, and offender demand has the relatively lowest
elasticity.”

Thus, it appears that gun control laws will have the effect not of disarming criminals,
but rather increasing the ratio of firearms-holding criminals to non-criminals. Unilateral
disarmament does not have a good reputation in international affairs, because such a tactic
on occasion has invited aggression by the better-armed party. What reason do we have to
suppose that domestic unilateral disarmament would be more successful? The result of gun
control is likely to be more violence against non-criminals, not less.

This is hardly a radical insight. Over 200 years ago, in 1764, Italian criminologist
Cesare Beccaria wrote:

The laws that forbid the carrying of arms . . . disarm those only who are neither
inclined nor determined to commit crimes. . . . Such laws make things worse for the
assaulted and better for the assailants; they serve rather to encourage than to
prevent homicides, for an unarmed man may be attacked with greater confidence
than an armed man.
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Supply Effects

The price increase caused by gun control will affect not only the demand side of the
market for illegal firearms, but also the supply. As is true of markets for other goods, an
increase in the selling price of illegal firearms will cause an increase in the number of
firearms supplied to the illegal market. How large an increase depends upon the elasticity of

supply.

Unlike demand, the supply of firearms to the illegal market is likely to be quite elastic.
Gun control would eliminate or heavily regulate the legal market for guns. But reducing the
supply of something in the legal market is likely to increase its supply in the illegal market.
Consider the many possible sources of supply for the illegal market:

v/ sale by legal owners

v theft from legal owners

v/ smuggling from foreign manufacturers

¢ manufacture by illegal gunsmiths in the u.s”

Any of these sources could be increased substantially, and would be increased if a
price rise made it profitable.

The lllegal Market for Handguns

With an inelastic demand and Figure 4
elastic supply, we get a market that The lllegal Market for Firearms

looks like Figure 4. At a price of P, the
number of firearms demanded is Q.

Price

If the supply of firearms were Supply
decreased by the enforcement of gun /
control laws, the supply curve would A
shift to the left. Figure 5 depicts this
new market. At the old price (P,), the
quantity of firearms demanded would

fall to Q,, if demand were perfectly
elastic. But because demand for

Demand

Qo Quantlity

firearms is inelastic (relatively
unresponsive to price increases), prices
will rise to P,, and the quantity demanded would fall only slightly to Q,.
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If new gun control laws
succeeded in reducing the gross
quantity of guns going to the illegal
market by 10 percent # (before
allowing for price effects), reasonable
assurnptions > produce an estimate of
the net change in the quantity of
weapons going to criminals of less than
2 percent. That is shown in Figure 5 as
an initial quantity of 100 (Q,) and a
final quantity of 98 (Q,).

Furthermore, even this small
quantity reduction would come from
the illegal purchasers least wedded to
their guns: those least likely to commit

Figure 5
The lllegal Market for Firearms
After Gun Control

»®  Price

ov

Supply after
Gun Control
/ﬁginal Supply
T
|
|
Demand

Q, Q, Qu
90 98 100 Quantity

violent crimes. The more violent criminals will still have weapons. As Wright and Rossi have

noted:

Here it may be appropriate to recall the First Law of Economics, a law whose
operation has been sharply in evidence in the case of Prohibition, marijuana and
other drugs, prostitution, pornography, and a host of other banned activities and
substances—namely, that demand creates its own supply. There is no evidence
anywhere to show that reducing the availability of firearms in general likewise
reduces their availability to persons with criminal intent, or that persons with criminal
intent would not be able to arm themselves under any set of general restrictions on

. 80
firearms.

The conclusion is that changes in the supply of weapons to criminals induced by
restrictions on the general public are unlikely to result in any noticeable decrease in criminal
armament. Consequently, no noticeable impact on crime will occur.
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PART 4

Summary and Concluding Remarks

Between 1973 and 1992, the rate of gun ownership in the U.S. increased by 45
percent—from 610 guns per 1,000 people to 887. If firearms caused crime and violence,
one should expect to see gun owners noticeably more criminous and more violent than
those who do not own guns. One finds no such thing. In fact, the population as a whole has
been growing noticeably less violent.”

As criminologists well appreciate, the problem of crime and violence in this country
has become largely concentrated in the poorest neighborhoods of large and medium-sized
cities.” Young men, African Americans in particular, have experienced a startling increase in
Victimization over the last decade.”

None of this comes as much of a surprise if one considers the scissors of (1) poor life
chances in the middle-class world (owing to the disintegration of families, poor educational
opportunities, and so on)** and (2) growing opportunities in the drug trade that result from
our ever-more-vigorous efforts to suppress drug use by suppressing supply. The most
important reason for criminal behavior is that the income that offenders can earn in the
world of crime, as compared with the world of work, all too often makes crime appear to be
the better choice.

“We are now reaping the consequences of 30 years spent talking about guns rather
than doing something effective about poverty and hopelessness,” writes David Kopel. “If we
really want to reduce the disease of violence, it is time for us to start thinking about how to
strengthen families and foster individual responsibility, and it is time to abandon the
unscientific crusade against guns. 83

Firearms are nowhere near the root of the problem of violence and arguably are
almost completely divorced from it. As long as people come in unlike sizes, shapes, ages,
and temperament; as long as they diverge in their taste for risk and their willingness and
capacity to prey on other people or to defend themselves from predation; and, above all, as
long as some people have little or nothing to lose by spending their lives in crime,
dispositions to violence will persist—and increasingly strict gun controls will do little if
anything to improve matters.

Daniel D. Polsby is Kirkland & Ellis Professor of Law at Northwestern University School of Law,
Chicago. Dennis Brennen is Chairman of the Department of Economics at Harper College,
Palatine.

Copyright 1995 The Heartland Institute, 800 East Northwest Highway #1080, Palatine, lllinois
60067; phone 847/202-3060; fax 847/202-9799; e-mail think@heartland.org.
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