It’s time to ban handguns

Lance Morrow

By a curiosity of evolution, every human skull harbors a prehistoric vestige: a reptilian
brain.

This atavism, like a hand grenade cushioned in the more civilized surrounding cortex,
is the dark hive where many of mankind's primitive impulses originate. To go partners with
that throwback, Americans have carried out of their own history another curiosity that
evolution forgot to discard as the country changed from a sparsely populated, underpoliced
agrarian society to a modern industrial civilization. That vestige is the gun—most
notoriously the handgun, an anachronistic tool still much in use.

Since 1963 guns have finished off more Americans (400,000) than World War II did.

After one more handgun made it into American history last week (another nastily
poignant little "Saturday night" .22 that lay Uke an orphan in a Dallas pawnshop until
another of those clammy losers took it back to his rented room to dream on), a lot of
Americans said to themselves, "Well, maybe this will finally persuade them to do something
about those damned guns." Nobody would lay a dime on it. The National Rifle Association
battened down its hatches for a siege of rough editorial weather, but calculated that the
antigun indignation would presently subside, just as it always does. After Kennedy.

After King. After Kennedy. After Wallace. After Lennon. After Reagan. After ... the
nation will be left twitching and flinching as before to the pops of its 55 million pistols and
the highest rate of murder by guns in the world.

The rest of the planet is both appalled and puzzled by the spectacle of a superpower so
politically stable and internally violent. Countries like Britain and Japan, which have low
murder rates and virtual prohibitions on handguns, are astonished by the over-the-counter
ease with which Americans can buy firearms.

Americans themselves are profoundly discouraged by the handguns that seem to breed
uncontrollably among them like roaches. For years the majority of them have favored

restrictions on handguns. In 1938 a Gallup poll discovered that 84% wanted gun controls.



The latest Gallup finds that 62% want stricter laws governing handgun sales. Yet Americans
go on buying handguns at the rate of one every 13 seconds. The murder rate keeps rising. It
is both a cause and an effect of gun sales.

And every few years—or months—some charismatic public character takes a slug
from an itinerant mental case caressing a bizarre fantasy in his brain and the sick, secret
weight of a pistol in his pocket.

Why do the bloody years keep rolling by without guns becoming subject to the kind
of regulation we calmly apply to drugs, cars, boat trailers, CB radios and dogs? The answer
is only partly that the National Rifle Association is, by some Senators' estimate, the most
effective lobbying organization in Washington and the deadliest at targeting its
congressional enemies at election time. The nation now has laws, all right—a patchwork of
some 25,000 gun regulations, federal, state and local, that are so scattered and inconsistent
as to be preposterously ineffectual.

Firearms have achieved in the U.S. a strange sort of inevitability—the nation's gun-
ridden frontier heritage getting smokily mingled now with a terror of accelerating criminal
violence and a sense that as the social contract tatters, the good guys must have their guns
to defend themselves against the rising tribes of bad guys. It is very hard to persuade the
good guys that all those guns in their hands wind up doing more lethal harm to their own
kind than to the animals they fear; that good guys sometimes get drunk and shoot other good
guys in a rage, or blow their own heads off (by design or accident) or hit their own children
by mistake. Most murders are done on impulse, and handguns are perfectly responsive to
the purpose: a blind red rage flashes in the brain and fires a signal through the nerves to the
trigger finger — BLAM! Guns do not require much work. You do not have to get your
hands bloody, as you would with a knife, or make the strenuous and intimately dangerous
effort required to kill with bare hands. The space between gun and victim somehow purifies
the relationship — at least for the person at the trigger — and makes it so much easier to
perform the deed. The bullet goes invisibly across space to flesh. An essential disconnection,
almost an abstraction, is maintained. That's why it is so easy — convenient, really — to kill
with one of the things.

The post-assassination sermon, an earnest lamentation about the "sickness of American
society," has become a notably fatuous genre that blames everyone and then, after 15
minutes of earnestly empty regret, absolves everyone. It is true that there is a good deal of
evil in the American air; television and the sheer repetitiousness of violence have made a
lot of the country morally weary and dull and difficult to shock.

Much of the violence, however, results not from the sickness of the society but the
stupidity and inadequacy of its laws. The nation needs new laws to put at least some guns

out of business.



Mandatory additional punishments for anyone using a gun in a crime — the approach
that Ronald Reagan favors — would help.

But a great deal more is necessary. Because of the mobility of guns, only federal laws
can have any effect upon them. Rifles and shotguns — long guns — are not the problem;
they make the best weapons for defending the house anyway, and they are hard for criminals
to conceal. Most handguns are made to fire at people, not at targets or game. Such guns
should be banned.

The freedoms of an American individualism bristling with small arms must yield to
the larger communal claim to sanity and safety — the "pursuit of happiness."

That would, of course, still leave millions of handguns illegally in circulation; the
penalties for possessing such weapons, and especially for using them in crime, would have
to be severe. Even at that, it would take years to start cleansing the nation of handguns.
Whatever its content, no substantive program for controlling guns probably stands any
chance of getting through Congress unless Ronald Reagan supports it. He ought to do so,
not because he has been shot in the chest but because it should be done.

The indiscriminate mass consumption of guns has finally come to disgrace Americans
abroad and depress them at home.

It has been almost 90 years since the historian Frederick Jackson Turner propounded
his famous thesis about the end of the American frontier. But the worst part of the frontier
never did vanish. Its violence, once tolerable in the vast spaces, has simply backed up into

modern America, where it goes on blazing away.



