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It is widely – indeed fanatically – believed that nations that allow gun ownership have much higher murder rates than those that ban guns.  The evidence is overwhelmingly contrary, indeed the reverse.  In 1946, America had less than 50 million guns and had a murder rate of six per 100,000 people.  Today Americans own six times more guns: 319.4 millions.
  So how much higher has increasing gun ownership by a factor of six made it?  Murder is not higher but much lower – less than five.

The myth that more guns mean more murder developed as a false credence in the 1960s as American gun sales and murder rates both skyrocketed.  The myth’s falsity would have been clear had gun-banning Russia not been suppressing and falsifying data as to its vast murder rates.  Just as in the U.S., handgun-less Russia’s murder rates doubled in the ’60s – despite stringent gun controls plus general poverty that precluded covert gun acquisition.

Russian murder rates nearly always exceed American murder rates.  Given its drastic gun controls, Russia has almost no gun homicide – yet non-gun murder is so frequent that Russia’s overall murder rate is four times higher than ours.
 

Far from confirming the myth that nations with guns have more murder, homicide rate data refute it: Norway has Europe’s second highest gun ownership -- but has its lowest murder rate.  Finland has Europe’s highest gun ownership, 14 times more than neighboring Estonia.  Yet Estonia’s murder rate is seven times higher than Finland’s.  Though Greece has over twice the per capita gun ownership of the Czech Republic, Greece has less than half the Czech murder rate.  Though Spain has over 12 times more gun ownership per capita than Poland, Poland’s murder rate is almost double Spain’s.

These facts do not necessarily prove pro-gun advocates right that controls actually encourage crime by depriving victims of the means of self-defense.  The explanation may be political rather than criminological: Jurisdictions afflicted with violent crime tend to severely restrict gun ownership.  But this does not suppress violence, for banning guns cannot alleviate the socio-cultural and/or economic factors that really do determine violent crime rates.  Moreover, the gun bans do not disarm criminals who simply flout the bans.  And since almost all murderers have prior crime records,
 gun bans don’t work against the kind of people who murder.

Some decades ago, criminologist Phil Cook calculated that the average armed robber in Atlanta (an area where many shopkeepers were armed) was doubling his chance of premature death.  Logically, such facts ought to decrease armed robbers’ willingness 
to continue robbery attempts in Atlanta.
Last but not least is the fact that more than 3 million crimes in progress are stopped each year by armed victims.

COMPREHENSIVE STUDIES

Before closing, it may be useful to discuss the four extant comprehensive criminological studies of gun control.  The first of these -- an exhaustive review of all (then) extant gun control literature -- was done for the Carter Administration by the University of Massachusetts' Social and Demographic Research Institute.  The authors had previously voiced support for gun control.  But after analyzing the entire literature they wrote:

It is commonly hypothesized that much criminal violence, especially homicide, occurs simply because the means of lethal violence (firearms) are readily at hand, and, thus, that much homicide would not occur were firearms generally less available.  There is no persuasive evidence that supports this view.

The volume encompassing their review of the literature was published as James D. Wright, Peter  Rossi & Kathleen Daly, Under the Gun: Weapons, Crime and Violence in the United States (N.Y., Aldine: 1983).  Professor Wright’s subsequent adverse comments on gun bans appear in, inter alia, James D. Wright, "Second Thoughts About Gun Control," The Public Interest (v. 91; Spring, 1988) and "Ten Essential Observations On Guns in America", 32 SOCIETY 63 (1995).

The definitive scholarly work on the criminology of guns is Targeting Guns: Firearms and Their Control (1997) by Florida State University criminology professor Gary Kleck.  He has graciously allowed us to quote from an unpublished presentation as to the progression of his views that he made to the National Academy of Sciences:

When I began my research on guns in 1976, like most academics, I was a believer in the "anti-gun" thesis, i.e. the idea that gun availability has a net positive effect on the frequency and/or seriousness of violent acts.  It seemed then like self-evident common sense which hardly needed to be empirically tested.  However, as a modest body of reliable evidence (and an enormous body of not-so-reliable evidence) accumulated, many of the most able specialists in this area shifted from the "anti-gun" position to a more skeptical stance, in which it was negatively argued that the best available evidence does not convincingly or consistently support the anti-gun position.  This is not the same as saying we know the anti-gun position to be wrong, but rather that there is no strong case for it being correct.  The most prominent representatives of the skeptic position would be James Wright and Peter Rossi, authors of the best scholarly review of the literature.  

[Subsequent research] ... has caused me to move beyond even the skeptic position.  I now believe that the best currently available evidence, imperfect though it is (and must always be), indicates that general gun availability has no measurable net positive effect on rates of homicide, suicide, robbery, assault, rape, or burglary in the U.S. This is not the same as saying gun availability has no effects on violence -- it has many effects on the likelihood of attack, injury, death, and crime completion, but these effects work in both violence-increasing and violence-decreasing directions, with the effects largely canceling out.  For example, when aggressors have guns, they are (1) less likely to physically attack their victims, (2) less likely to injure the victim given an attack, but (3) more likely to kill the victim, given an injury.  Further, when victims have guns, it is less likely aggressors will attack or injure them and less likely they will lose property in a robbery.  At the aggregate level, in both the best available time series and cross-sectional studies, the overall net effect of gun availability on total rates of violence is not significantly different from zero.  The positive associations often found between aggregate levels of violence and gun ownership appear to be primarily due to violence increasing gun ownership, rather than the reverse.  Gun availability does affect the rates of gun violence (e.g. the gun homicide rate, gun suicide rate, gun robbery rate) and the fraction of violent acts which involve guns (e.g. the percent of homicides, suicides or robberies committed with guns); it just does not affect total rates of violence (total homicide rate, total suicide rate, total robbery rate, etc.)
  [Citations omitted; emphasis in original.]
The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has for decades endorsed and constantly lobbied for gun controls including a ban of civilian handgun ownership.
 In 2003, the CDC released its own comprehensive review of gun control studies. That review concluded that no extant form of gun control can be shown to have at all reduced violent crime, suicide or gun accidents.
  (But, in deference to the CDC’s political position, its report just averred that none of the scores of studies had been done well enough to show the benefits the CDC attributes to gun bans.)

         
In 2004, the National Academy of Sciences released its evaluation of gun control from a review of 253 journal articles, 99 books, 43 government publications and some empirical research of its own.  It too could not identify any gun control that had reduced violent crime, suicide or gun accidents.
 

Lastly, let me reiterate Professor Mauser’s and my finding: Europe has seven nations that freely allow gun ownership and have lots of it, and Europe has nine nations that are highly restrictive and have few guns: the murder rates of the nine restrictive nations average three times higher than the murder rates of the gun-allowing nations. [Kates & Mauser supra]

In conclusion, banning guns does not counteract the social and economic forces that promote violent crime.

� For 1946 figures, see Gary Kleck, Targeting Guns: Firearms and Their Control (Aldine, 1997) at 96-97 and 262-63.


� Prof. Kleck’s current estimate is 319.4 million American gunstock as of 1/1/2011.


� See figures given in Kates & Mauser, “Would Banning Firearms Reduce Murder and Suicide?: A Review of International and Some Domestic Evidence” 30 Harvard Journal of Law & Public Policy (2007).


� For all facts stated in this paragraph, see Kates & Mauser supra.


� See statistics reaching back to the late 19th Century discussed in “Second Amendment Limitations and Criminological Considerations,” 60 Hastings Law Journal 1339 (2009).


� As discussed by Gary Kleck in Kleck & Kates, Armed (2001), pp. 215-75. 


� From the Abstract to the Executive Summary of J. Wright, P. Rossi & K. Daly, Weapons, Crime and Violence in America: A Literature Review and Research Agenda (Washington, D.C., Gov't. Print. Off.: 1981) at p. 2, emphasis added.


� For a statistical analysis to the same effect see Carlisle P. Moody & Thomas B. Marvell, “Guns and Crime,” 7 Southern Economic J. 720-736 (2005)(concluding that handgun possession by criminals causes crime increases but this is offset by crime being decreased where more potential victims own guns).


� Don B. Kates, "Guns and Public Health: Epidemic of Violence or Pandemic of Propaganda,” 62 Tenn. L. Rev. 513-596 (1995).


� “First Reports Evaluating the Effectiveness of Strategies for Preventing Violence: Firearms Laws” (CDC, 2003) <cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr5214a2.htm> 


�ADVANCE \d6�	� Charles F. Wellford, John V. Pepper, and Carol V. Petrie (eds.), Firearms and Violence: A Critical Review (National Academy of Sciences, 2004).  It is perhaps not amiss to note that the review panel, which was set up during the Clinton Administration, was almost entirely composed of scholars who, to the extent their views were publicly known before their appointments, favored gun control.
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