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Weapon Involvement and 
Injury Outcomes in Family 
and intimate Assaults 
Linda E. Saltzman, PhD: James A. Mercy. PhD; Patrick W. O'Carroll. MD, MPH; 

Mark L. Rosenberg, MD. MPP; Philip H. Rhodes, MS 

Objactiva.—To oompars the ri&k of death and the rist( of nonfatal Injury during 
fireann-aasociated famify and Indmata assaults (RAs) with the riska during 
non-firearni-associated FIAs. 

Daaign.—Records review of poUce incidant reports of FlAs that oocurrad in 1984. 
Victim outcomes (death, nonfatal ir^uiy, no injury) and weapon invotvement weia 
examined for incldentB involving only one perpetrator. 

Setang.^ity of Atlanta. Qa, within Fulton (bounty. 
Partidpanta.—Stratlfled sample (n=>142) of victims of nonfatal RAs. drawn from 

seven nonfatal crime categories, plus all fatal victims (neZS) of FIAs. 
Main Outcome Maaauraa^—Risi< of death (VB nonfatal Injiny or no injury) dur­

ing RAs involving fireanns. relative to other types of weapons; risk of nonfatal ir>-
jury (vs all other outcomes, induding death) during FIAs involving fireanna. relative 
to other types of weapons. 

RaauJta.—Firearm-associated FIAs were 3.0 timm (95% confWenoe interval, 0.9 
to 10.0) more likely to result in deain than FIAs Involving knives or other cutting in­
struments and 23.4 times (95% confidence interval, 7.0 to 78.6) more likely to re­
sult in death than FIAs involving other weapons or bodily force. Overall, firaamv 
associated RAs were 12.0 times (%% confktenoe Intervai. 4.6 to 31S) morB likely 
to result in death than non-Araann-associatad FlAa. 

Coneluaion*.—Strategies for limiting the number of deaths and injuries result­
ing from RAs indude reducing the access of potential RA assailants to fireanns, 
modifying flrsann letfiallTy through redesign, and estat̂ iishing programs for pitmary 
prevention of violence among intimates. 

THE PUBLIC health approach to vio­
lence prevention incoipontes strategies 
not only for reducing the occurrence of 
violent events, but also for reducing the 
likelihood of death or nonfatal injury 
when such events do occur.' A critical 

From ine Dtwicn ot Injury Confrol, National Cwier 
for En^ronfTwrn* Htallh •nd injury Comroi. C«nief« tor 
DiMiM Cenirel Atlania. Qa 

Praaamsd af m* Amanean Putlic Haallh Aisociat^on 
rriMling, Atlanta. Ga. on NovcinMr 12. 1B91. 

Reprint raouestB to Cantafi for Oisaaaa Conirol. 
1600 Clif(or> Ro. Maiisiop AHanu. QA 30333 (Dr 
Saiuman). 

issue in the public debate over appro­
priate polides for preventing iitjuries in 
violent situations is the extent to which 
the involvement of particnlar weapon 
types alters the likelihood of injurious 
outcomes. Research on assault' has found 
that the involvement of fireanns in­
creases the likelihood that assault inci­
dents will result in homicide. Research 
on robbery suggests, however, that al­
though a gun's involvement in a rob­
bery may increase the risk of homicide,' 
victims of robberies coimnitted with 
guns are lesi likely to sustain nonfatal 

iiguries than are victims of robberies in 
which guns are not involved.'-* No study 
to date has examined how the involve­
ment of firearms or other weapons af­
fects the risk of death or nonfatal iT\jur>-
during violence among intimates. Many 
investigators believe that family and in­
timate assaults CFIAs) are often the im­
pulsive results of violent arguments 
rather than being premediuted acts. For 
such FIAs. access to lethal weapons may 
be an important determinant of the in-
ddent'fi outcome. We analyzed data from 
B study of FIAs in a large, urban com­
munity* to estimate (1) the probability 
of death resulting from FIAs. given dif­
ferences in the types of weapons involved 
in the inddents. and (2) the probability 
of nonfatal injury resullixig from FIAs, 
given differences in weapon involve­
ment. 

METHODS 

Inddent reports from the Bureau of 
Police Services for the city of Atlanta, 
Ga, for 1984 were reviewed to identify 
fatal and nonfatal FIAs. as has been 
described in greater deuil elsewhere.'̂ ' 
Cases had to meet all of the following 
criteria: (1) the inddent was classified 
as a homicide or as a nonfatal incident 
involving one or more of the foUouinp 
physical contact between parties, use of 
a weapon, threat wiLh a weapon, or e.\-
plidt verbal threat of bodily harm: 
(2) the victim's residence and the site of 
the inddent were within the city of At­
lanta and within Fulton County; (3) the 
inddent involved only one perpetrator; 
or (4) the victim and perpetrator were 
emotionally intimate when the inddent 
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occurred or . ; at i e ear 
time. Emotionally intimate relationfihips 
included, for example, marriage, boy-
friend-girifriend relationships, termi­
nated nonspousal and spousal partner­
ships, and other relationships among 
family members and relatives. 

All homlddes that oceuzred during 
the study period and that met the above 
criteria (n-23) were induded. These ho-
middes represented nearly one fifth of 
all homiddes that occurred in Atlanta 
during the study period. Nonfatal FIAs 
(n=142) were drawn from a stratified 
sample of incidents from seven non&tal 
crime categories (rape, robbery, assault, 
disorderly coitduct, £unily and children 
offenses, sex offenses, and other). 

Outcomes for victims were coded as 
death, nonfatal injury, or no injury. 
Weapons were considered 'involved" 
whether the peipedrator actually used 
them or only brandished them. Weapon 
involvement was coded "firMna," Imifc 
or other cutting instrument," or "bodily 
force or noneuttingAionfireann weapon." 
"Bodily force or noncutting/nonfireann 
weapon" induded involvwnent of objects 
other than firearms or knives (eg, a blunt 
object or rock) or use of bodfly force in 
the absence of other weapons. (BodHy 
force alone was involved in 4% tn»l] of 
fatal incidents and SO* [n«7l] of non­
fatal inddents.) Three nonfatal Ind­
dents (2%) in which perpetiators 
made verbal threats of bodily harm 
but used no weapons are also induded 
in this category. 

When inddents involved weapons in 
combination with bodily force (17% [na4] 
of fatal incidents and 13% [n-191 of non­
fatal incidents), we coded for whichever 
weapons were involved, since bodily 
force was potentially present during all 
incidents. For three nonfatal inddents 
that involved more than one weapon plus 
bodily force, we coded only for the most 
lethal weapon involved (two firearms, 
one knife or other catting inatrument).' 

We used the weapon and Injury out­
come dau to examine two spedfic ques­
tions: (1) What is the risk of death (VB 
non&tal injury or no injury) during FlAa 
involving firearms relative to other types 
of weapons? (2) What is the risk of non­
fatal injury (vs all other outcomes, in­
duding death) during FlAs involving 
firearms relative to other types of weap­
ons? 

To determine the risk of nonfatal in­
jury or of death, all nonfatal inddents in 
a given crime category were weighted 
to reflect the estimated inddence for 
that crime category. The weights for 
nonfatal victims varied from about 20 to 
40; all homicides were weighted I. Es­
timated variances for the probability of 
death also took the weights into account. 

^lamoon lypa Oaaei NonfM 1 

Flraarm (163) io.a nea) 100 (360) 
Kntr* or eihar euiUng 

irasufnam 1.3 (8) K.7 (244) 3£.0 (1401 TOO ismt 
oooiiy lona or : — : 

We then estimated the probabllltiee of 
death or of nonfatal injury given the 
mvolvement of different weapon types.* 
For example, for Ineidenta involving fli«-

p (nonfatal injury, 
firearm inddents) 

where «£,=! if person i auflbred a non­
fatal injury, <i,=0 if person i did not suf­
fer a nonfatal injury (ie, death or no 
injury), and w< = weight for person t. 

Confidence intenrala tor the probe-
bilities were computed first on a trana-
formed scale, in this case the logit scale 
[log (p/1 -p) ], then transformed back to 
the original scale. This method provides 
more accurate confidence intervals than 
intervals computed on the origiiial seale, 
espedaUy when the estimated proba-' 
bility is small as was the case here for 
the probability of death. 

When comparing two weapon cate­
gories, we estimated the relative risks 
by taking the ratio of the two estimated 
probabilities. We computed the confi­
dence intervals fbr the relative risks on 
the log scale, that is, log [pCfireamiyp 
(knife or other cutting instrument) ]and 
then transformed the result beck to the 
ratio scale. 

The estimated variance of the log rel­
ative risk for the two estimated prob­
abilities pi and Pt waa obtained uaing 
the detU method or Taylor series' with 
the following formula: 

\ Pt/ Pi 
Var<p,) + - Varift) 

Pi 

RESULTS 

Weapon-spedfic victim outcomes are 
presented in Table 1. Less than 1% of all 
FIAs resulted in death. The percentage 
with fatal outcomes teas greatest when 
firearms were involved. Death was least 
likely when neither firearms nor knives 
were involved. By contrast, nearly half 
the inddents involving flrearms resulted 
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in nonfatal injury, whereas nearly two 
thirds of the FIAs involving knives or 
other (jutting instruments and more than 
two thirds of those involving other weap­
ons or bodily force resulted in nonfatal 
injuries. National Crime Survey data 
analysis'" " indicates that armed offend­
er* do not always use their weapons to 
injure their victims. For example, an 
offender with a firearm may push. hit. 
or kick the victim. However, in all but 
two incidents in this study, the injuries 
sustained were those expected from the 
types of weapons involved (eg. a gun­
shot wound when a firearm was in­
volved). The two exceptions were a non­
fatal inddent involving a knife in which 
the victim was injured but suffered no 
cuts and another nonfatal incident in 
which the victim suffered cuts although 
a firearm was involved. 

Table 2 shows risk of death (vs non­
fatal injury or no injury) and risk of 
nonfatal injury (vs all other outcomes 
induding death) expressed per 1000 
weapon-specific incidents, with associ­
ated 95% confidence inter\-al5. The FIAs 
that involve firearms have the highest 
risk of death (39.0 per 1000 inddents). 
whereas FIAs involvmg bodily force or 
noncutting/nonfirearm weapons have the 
lowest risk (1.7 per 1000 incidents). How­
ever, firearm-assodated FIAs have the 
lowest risk of nonfatal injury (452.3 per 
1000 inddents), whereas FIAs involv­
ing bodily force or noncutting/nonfire­
arm weapons have the highest risk (692.9 
per 1000 incidents). 

Table 3 shows the risk of death for 
FIAs involving firearms, relative to 
FIAs involving other types of weapons. 
The FIAs that involve firearms are three 
times more likely to result in death than 
FIAs involving knives or other cutting 
mstrumcnts. and they are 23 times more 
likely to result in death than FIAs in­
volving bodily force or noncutling/non-
firearm weapons. Overall. FI.\s involv­
ing firearms are 12 limes more likely to 
result in death than all nonfirearm FIAs. 
The confidence interval for the estimated 
relative risk comparing firearm-associ­
ated FIAs with FIAs that involve knives 
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f TaMa 3.—Rlak ot DMM) or Nonfatal Injury During Phvaim-Aaaadalaa RAt, RaMva lo Non rv—im 
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W—pon Typaa Cowpafd i t ? 
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Piiaanna «a botfly taica or 

fioncuoingttonflraarm 
23.4r7.0-7B.6) 0.7(0,4-1.1) 

Hraarmi all nenllfaawM 12.0(4.6-31.5) 0.7 (04-1.1) 

*FIA inOeatM famHy and Inttmata aiaauft. 

or Other cutting instruments includes 1; 
the confidence intervals for the other 
relative risks do not. 

The relative risk of nonfatal injury for 
firearm-assodated FIAs relative to non-
firearm-assodated FIAs are also shown 
in Table 3. Regardless of the weapon 
category with which they are compared, 
firearm-assodated FIAs have a lower 
risk of nonfatal injury (relative risk = 
0.7). For each relative risk the confi­
dence interval includes 1. 

COMMENT 
Weapon-Spaclflc Diftarmcaa 
In the Risk of Fatal FIAs 

We found clear evidence that firearm-
assodated FIAs are much more likely 
to result in death than non-fireaim-as-
sociated FIAs. Hiis finding is consis­
tent with results from studies of other 
types of violence: case fatality rates for 
assaults, robberies, and other violent al­
tercations are much higher when the 
assailants use firearms than when such 
inddents involve catting instruments, 
blunt objects, or body partfi.̂  '̂  Our anal­
ysis of National Crime Survey data" 
and vital statistics mortality data*̂  also 
confirms that case fatality rates are 
higher when firearms are involved. 

Two interpretations have been ad­
vanced to explain this weaix>n-8pecific 
difference in the risk of death during 
other types of violent altercations, and 
these interpretations may be applied to 
our consideration of FIAs. First, it has 
been suggested that violent altercations 
involving firearms will result in death 
more frequently than altercations with­
out firearms simply because, all other 

things being equal, fireanns are more 
deadly than other weapons.*''' Inherent 
in this interpretation is the asaumptiDn 
that most people who kill their fiimily 
members or intimates with a fireann 
would be unable or unwilling to exert 
the greater physical or psychological ef­
fort required to kill with another, typ­
ically available weapon. The implication 
of this first interpretation is that limit­
ing immediate access to firearms or re­
designing firearms so that they are less 
lethal or less easily loaded and fired 
might have a substantial impact on re­
ducing mortality frx>m such incidents. 

The second interpretation is that the 
higher case fatality rates for violent al­
tercations involving firearms reflect the 
relatively higher prevalence of assail­
ants with a dear and sustained intent to 
kill among those who use firearms.'* That 
is to say, people who intend to kill an­
other person lihoose firearms becanae of 
their relatively greater deadliness com­
pared with other weapons. Under this 
interpretation, it is conceivable that a 
determined assailant without a fireann 
but with a clear and sustained homicidal 
intent would exert whatever other 
greater efforts would be required to kill 
the intended victim. In contrast to the 
first interpretation, the implication of 
this interpretation is that reduced ac­
cess to fireanns during FIAs would not 
substantially reduce the number of ho­
middes because assailants with dear and 
sustained intent to Idll would substitute 
other weapons to achieve the same de­
structive goal. 

Both interpretations grant that kill­
ing with a firearm is easier than killing 
with most other, typically available 

weapons- Therefore, the magnitude of 
the preventive effect of limiting ready 
access to firearms will depend largely 
on the proportion of assailants who are 
involved in fatal firearm-associated FI As 
and who (if no firearm were available) 
would have such a clear and sustained 
hozniddal intent that they would use 
some other weapon and still succeed in 
killing their victim. Urtfonunately, there 
are no data available with which to de­
termine that proportion-

There is no reason to believe, how­
ever, that even among people with de­
termined homiddal intent, homiddal ef­
forts will always be successful when 
other weapons must be substituted for 
fireanns. Granting that some persons, 
in the absence of firearms, would com­
mit hcHnidde using alternate weapons, 
we find no evidence to suggest that a 
substantial proportion of fatal FIAs in­
volve persons with such sustained, cold-
bio(xled homicidal intent. Indeed, stud­
ies of male batterers and anecdotal re­
ports suggest that many FIAs (fatal and 
nonfatal) are a spontaneous response to 
oonfiict or sjiger and frequently occur 
without premeditation or planning.""" 

In addition, some indirect evidence 
shows that assailants who use firearms 
are not more likely to have a clear intent 
to loll than those who use knives. Zim-
ring* investigated a series of attacks in­
volving guns or knives, using the loca­
tion and number of wounds infiicted as 
a basis for judging the assailant's intent. 
In these attacks, which typically involved 
relatives and acquaintances, a greater 
percentage of attackers with knives than 
with guns appeared to be intent on kill­
ing.̂  Finally, to date, researchers have 
found no evidence of compensator̂ ' in­
creases in homicides invoK'ing other 
weapons when firearm access is re-
Btrieted.'*« 

Regardless of which of the two inter­
pretations dominates in explaining 
weapon-related patterns in the risk of 
dea^ reduced access to firearms is likely 
to result in fewer homicides because kill­
ing is easier with firearms. However, 
the magnitude of the preventive effect 
of reduced access would be greater for 
homicides committed impulsively than 
for those marked by sustained homi­
ddal intent. Given the available evidence, 
we interpret weapon-specific differences 
in the risk of death from FIAs as due 
primarily to the first interpretation— 
the greater lethality of firearms. This 
interpretation suggests two preventive 
^proaches. 

First, if access to loaded firearms were 
reduced, fatal FIAs might be prevented 
because assailants would be forced to 
substitute weapons less certain to kill. 
Many different strategies could be used 
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to reduce fireann access. Innovative 
strategies should be explored, such ae 
police confiscadon of fireanns used dur­
ing FIA inddents, restriction of fireann 
purchase or acquisition by persons sub­
ject to domestic violence restraining or­
ders or protective orders (as is the ease 
in California"), or rsstriction of fireann 
acquisition or purchase by convicted 
spouse abusers— b̂oth miBdemeanants 
and felons. Strict enforcement of exist­
ing laws prohibiting threata to kill or 
threats with weapons and of laws pro­
hibiting firearm ownership by convicted 
felons should decrease fireann access 
for FIA perpetrators. In addition, edu­
cational interventions might be designed 
to diseeminate information about con­
crete steps to reduce immediate access, 
such as separate locked storage for fire^ 
arms and ammunition. Public informa­
tion campaigns could be designed to com­
municate important research findings 
about the danger of keeping loaded fire­
arms in the home,** so that the public 
can make more infomed dedsions about 
owning or purchasing firearms for pro­
tection. 

Second, the design of firearms could 
be modified to decrease thefr lethality.** 
For example, handguns coiild be de­
signed to be leas easily loaded and fired. 
They could also be designed to shoot 
something other than bullets (eg, elec-
tridty, tranquilizers, or anesthetics). In 
1986, the Attomey General of the United 
Slates held the Conference on Leas Than 
Lethal Weapons" to lay the groundwork 
for developing useftil, safe technology 
for less than lethal weapons; efforts are 
still under way in this regard. 

Weapon-Specific Otflerencaa 
in the Risk of Nonfatal RAa 

In this study we found that the pres­
ence of a fireann lowered the risk of 
nonfatal injury relative to other weap­
ons, although thia effect was not statis­
tically significant. Research on violent 
encounter? indicates that the risk of non­
fatal injury is significantly lower when 
fireanns are involved, relative to other 
weapons.*-"' This finding has been in­
terpreted to suggest that when firearms 
are involved in a violent inddent, in­
timidated victims may minimiie their 
risk of injury by avoiding physical al­
tercations with thefr assailants. This 
finding also suggests that a strategy of 
reducing the access of potential FlA as­
sailants to firearms may come at the 
cost of increased nonfatal injuries. 

The Predominance of Nonfatal RAs 
Although intervening to reduce fatal 

injuries is highly desirable, expanded 
emphasis should also be placed on pre­
venting FIAs from occurring in the first 
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place. More i 99% of FIAa do 
result in death, and in addition to inju­
ries, non&tal FIAs have other serious 
fonsequences. Battered women are at 
increased risk for paychoeodal and other 
health problems, induding depression, 
ĉohol and other drug problems, aui-

dde attempts, and child abuse."-" In 
addition, FIAs may contribute to the 
intei'geBeratioiud traosmisBion of vio­
lence.** Effective primszy preventkm 
strategies will reduce not only non&tal 
injuries but also fatal injuries. Such strat­
egies may need to emphaaiee attitude 
and behavior change by potential as­
sailants, rather than relying on envi­
ronmental modifications, since FIAs fre­
quently involve the use of leadfly avail­
able household objects and bodily force. 

Many different preventive strategies 
have been propoeed fbr reducing the 
incidence of FIAs.* These indude eom-
prehenaive community-baaed prognuns; 
teaching children and adolescents non­
violent ahenjfttivBe for dealing with 
stress and anger*"; devising ways to 
I»«vent dating violence, which is a pos­
sible precurwr to adult violence among 
mtimates«»; targeting the news and en­
tertainment media's role in legitimiring 
violenee*"; and increasing training for 
health care providers inldentî ing and 
referring women at risk of being abased 
(including the use of atandanlized pro-
iocols),**»"" because aome researchers 
believe that a series of fondly violence 
incidents may eventually to vi­
olence resulting in serious injury or 
death." Early identification and refer­
ral of persons at riak may allow for an 
intervention before situations escalate. 
Tha Impact of Biaaaa 
in Riak I 

Risk estimates presented in this study 
could be biased by our reliance on data 
that relate only to inddents that come 
to police attention. It is well known that 
nonfatal FIAs are underreported to po­
Uce.** We have therefore overesti­
mated, to some extent, the riak of death 
in both fireami and nonfirearm FIAs 
Data from the National Criine Survey 
for the years 1979 to 1986 indicate, how­
ever, that FIA events that involve fire­
arms are much more likely to be re­
ported to poUce than those that involve 
other weapons, and that FIA events that 
involve nonfatal injuries are much more 
likely to be reported to police than those 
involving no injury.*' These daU sug­
gest that we overestimated the risk of 
death to a greater extent for nofr-fi«. 
arm-associated FIAs than for firearm-
assodated FIAs. Therefore, in Table 3 
we have underestimated the relative risk 
of death comparing firearm-aaeodated 
with non-firearm-associated FlAs. In 

addition, these underreporting patterns 
do not appear to have introduced any 
substantial bias into our estimates of 
the risk of nonfatal injury in firearm-
•asodated FIAs relative to non-firearm-
aasodated FIAs. 

CONCLUSION 
We estimate that FIAs involving fire-

arms are at least 12 times more likely to 
result in death than FIAs involving all 
other types of weapons. Reducing the 
access of potential FIA assailants to fire­
arms and reducing firearm lethality 
through redesign represent potentially 
effective prevention strategies. Simul­
taneously, efforts to reduce the overall 
incidence of FIAs through primary pre­
vention must be expanded. All three of 
these prevention strategies must be 
evaluated for efScacy. 

For thia report ve used dat4 from the itudy of 
Family aad Intunau Assaults in Atlsnu. Ga. lup-
ported undar a colkbormdve B|;reemeni htivten 
the Centen for Oiaeaw Control ind tht Geor-
P» D«P"r™«nt of Human Resource] (U60.' 
CCU400aBl-01-l). witJi the sdditionaJ coUshorition 
eitkt Fulcon Ounly (Georgia) HtsJlh Depmment 
and tht Atlanta Department of Public Sateiy. Ad­
ditional iuppon was provided ihroufh ui "inter-
tCancy acraement (86-U-R-200) with tht National 
lostitiile of Justice. 
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! Control: 1988. 
Crtmmai tfonn-

i: Unlvmity of Pennaylvania 

SiCarautk tJ . Man unlaanuar 
mpitiiih baaad cn (ha coUsetive 
L ed. 7^ MMtiv* Pwtitgr. 
Bfie Saasrinf. New York. NY: 
inhidd Co; Iffi2:171>-1«7. 
iiaagyny and homiada of wtrniOL 

en who kill their matea: a profile. 

I AJL,RBayDT.etBl.HaDd-
a aaaaults. and homldde: a 
. N Engl J itfsd. 1988;319:12S6-

harles AV. Nielsen J. et sL In-
BK pattoma in a Daniah eommu-
: J 1. 1S85:75.«X-66S. 

do people kfll people? 
Uk. 1 r6:S87-B88. 
CauMtt DJ. Killing vtth guaa in 
nada 197T.1983: Authar avldeoea 
Hs of fUD oentrot. Can J Crim-
Bl. 
No. 108. 1891. Csl Stat ch 9£3. 

24. KallannannAUIlwyOT.PnMeiloA or peril? 
an aaalyiia of flraanMVbud daaxhi in tha home, 
y Emol J Uei. 18eB;Sl«JM7-UaO. 
25. WabatarDW,ChaiilkCP,TantSP.WfaiteinUM 
GJ. Radadag ftaam tninri**- /aattaa Sd Ttekiioi. 
SpriBg 199t.^T9. 
26. S*«etnan8.it*porfo«cfceAtConiey Oeneraf's 
CoiV'ervmes on U u Than LukU Waopeni. Waah-
inguo. DC: NadoMl Inatituta of Juatita. U8 Dipt 
of Justice: 1987. 
27. Stark E . Flitaaft A. Zttckarman D, Qrty A, 
RcAiaen J , Ftwiar W. 1 ^ Albtiu in tif Medieal 
StttiMg: A* Imtnduaien Jbr Haaltk PtnemuL 
WaahingioD, DC:Oaeeof DamMtieViolaBoa; 1981. 
Monograph No. 7. 
28. Koaa MP, Soaa PO, Woodruff WJ. Oalauiiaiu 
a C w of atodasl vidtmifiim m wBaBi'ijmfch 
and madical utfibatieiL AreK /Mam JIad. IWljlfil: 
84S-347. 
29. Suu JE, Stiaiia MA. Qeadcr dlSkraocaa in 
reporting Biaiital violaBoa and iu mediaal aad pay-
dtologieal eonaaquaiieM. Ia: 8 « a s MA. QallaB RJ. 
•da. Myaieoi VWwica inAfimioa* /"omtite.-JMak 
/'oeton and iMapaatiMw t9 ViiaieiHt M » F a m -
aiaa. Naw Branawick, NJ: TranaaeiioB Pttbliabacs; 
1M9:1S1-1S&. 
SO. SaiindenDa.FiffiilyvtolancB.£iiMTyCariQ. 
l»91;7:Sl-ei. 
31. FoItingatadDR.NadnnnanAP.VormbtTKkJ. 
Reactions to -vlctimliatian and ooping atntagiaa of 
battarwl wtjman: Iht Uas that bind. Ctm Ptfckol 
Rn. 198S;S:37U90. 
32. HaberJD.IiaKersA.AbuaedwananaDdchriQic 
pain. Am J Nvn. 198S',a&10ie-1012. 
S3. HotalingGT.SliginaaaDB.Aiiaiialyitaofiiak 
markart la huabaod to villi vielaaea. ViolMea Vic-
ttmj. 1986:1:101-194. 
34. Widotp CS. Hia cycle of Tinlanee, Seine: IMB; 
e«4:180-ie8. 
I&. National ConuBittat for XivjuiyPnvntiaaisd 
Control, f<v*"V /HmntioiL- Afaef^ ika CAoUaaf*. 
New York, NY: Oxftird Univwitty Praaa Ins; 1989. 
35. Levy B. fflbilfs/br Vioince-fVea f?«tal>oiis>ipt; 
Cwrieuinm far Yoiatg PlopU Agm iS-It. Santa 

Moata: SoutlMn Cattfonte CoattOoD on Battered 
Weoiaic 1984. 
97. Faady VhdMea CnntatoiB Projoet. Prrvnt-
ing FoMilf Vielaae*.- A CiaTiadum fvr AdoUt-
eantt. BomK HsaaatbiiaaCtt Dapt of Public Health; 
1984. 
3S. tmih^jtmii RK. CoiBtaUp violenoe: the psC-
tana of eacSte. Twnhlflan imtagiaa seroai seven 
lavab of — ' eoBaAnnL Fvm. Rttattont. 
iser̂ efls-MB. 
n . Pamt A. AaMiatones K e ^ aad StxwU AJ-
aoMlt PrmmHim TraiamfMamaL Snd ed Ithaca, 
NY: Dept «f Hwnaii Sorvlea Studias, CoOngt of 
HumaB Eolaor, Coraall UtdTatiity; 1988. 
40. Gdles BJ. CtmaU CP. InHmalt Vioienee in 
FamiJUL ̂  ad. Ntwbny Park. Cali£ Sage Pub-
UettloiiKUaa 
41. HeLacr8V.ADwarItAH.TIwrotaofth*«nier> 
ganqr phiysidaB te tha pra*«tieB tt deneatic vi-
olaacs. Am Swmg Med. 19S7;1S:11E6-Iiei. 
42. XaattkyAgylaiDOa yatfeiMiffaattAPrsmo-
iwn and fiisaaaa fiaumliuw MiraBiinaa.- Fy.U Xt-
pan, WiA CaaHUnUry. Waahington. DC: Public 
Haatth SHviet; 1S91. 
4S. Cenun far Dhassi CeniraL Edscatian about 
adah damaaila eWeaaa tb U.S. and Caaadkn med-
ieai aefaeali. UB7.88L MMWK. U09-,8ftn-I8. 
44. Stiaas HA. Doinesac eielaBea aad horaidde 
aalaoedaDta. BnU K 7 Acad HmL igee3BBM46-4«. 
4& Teskc RHC Jr. Pazkar ML. 5po«ss Afeust in 
TtaoB. A Stadf af Woniam's Attttvdas ami Expe-
rianeai. HntaeiDa. Tec Survey Raaaarch Program. 
Criminal Jociiee Caaur, San Hooatoa Bute Uni-
vciBQr, 1988. 
48. Schulmaa MA. A Surxap ô 5pDiisa< Vtolanee 
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Standing guard in dyed-to-niaith pumps .is u.ok ticn iiiinics, 
tossed the last petals of budding identities. Waiting lor the 
lift of a receiver, the dick of a WATS line whik- lvir)f{ in 
hospital rooms, standing at airports, holding on. on holtl. 
Worries about daughters, degrees, speeches unii .-iilcnces, 
opening offices and options, closing chapters and caskcis. 
Nervous or numb, through laughter and tears, just being 
there. Eighteen, twenty-five, thiriy-two. forty, liliv. 
"Thank you," she says. "Thank you. " I echo, cliiiii^inji; the stress. 

The trombone teases the trumpet; the CDIIOH fiillr shrieks ;mfl 
pulls out, loaded with louriscs. We lie a nioiiicm loiiKcr, 
silent, drifting, Siiffbut standing, we brush wrinkles, 
ants, grass and amble toward the snow cone stand. Ca unchinf,' 
watermelon and kiwi, we lean on the railing as ilic .still-hot 
sun sinks into the river. Red and green drip down our chins, 
staining our hands. Syrup spills on our skirts, on du- hank. 
Napkins stick to our fingers. We are a mess. ni|,'>;litiK'-
watching the current, listening to the Mississippi k-cturc us 
on growing up. 

—Uaxi WaldtMs 

Dam Waiders, an educational consultant, has publislu'il purine in 
numerous journals and titerary magazines. She his li^ni a hdbn^hi 
scholar and a National Eiuiowmmt for the H,a,ui,„iu: pmii rmfiimt. 

MAY/jUNH l'.l<J4 ML •^5 



get copied by other people. Take the feminist discussion about "choice"—in 

reproductive rights, health care, work, or any number of areas of our lives. Most 

times we're glad to know that our message is out there in the public arena. Bur 

what happens when we start hearing our words flung back at us by groups like 

the National Rifle Association? Just when we thought we were beginning lo turn 

the tide in favor of gun control, along comes the NRA with a campaign that en­

courages women to exercise our right to "choose to refuse to be ;i victim." 1 he 

new focus on women comes not because this organization supports our l ighi ti> 

be free from rape and battery, harassment and discrimination, but becau.se these 

sharpshooters are trying to seduce women into becoming dues-paying, gun-

toting NRA members with promises of power from the barrel of a gun. 

The NRA's campaign is cynically designed to sell guns by preying on women's 

tear of violence. But it touches a deeper nerve than just fear; it's at the iie.iri ni 

a debate about who we are. The NRA isn't the only one telling women lo refuse 

to l)e victims. This past year, there have been numerous calls for the same (liiiiir 

from women who either claim we're whiners—when we point out how often V̂  (,MI-

en are attacked and abused by men they know—or who say we've got the jiowei 

to get tough, to buy guns if it makes us feel strong, to fight fire with fire, as the 

phrase of the moment goes. Who hasn't looked at the numbers on t ape, violence. 

Feminism? 
and street crime and thought for a panicked instant. "I need some piou-i lion- y 

But that skirts the real issue. Yes, we have every right to protect ourselves, but do 

we want to buy into age-old patriarchal notions of an eye for an eye? Does own­

ing a gun guarantee safety or simply up the stakesr 9 



Living With Guns 
n i C IMHKk 23, 1993. I OPE.N A COPY OF USA TODArTO THE HE.ADLI.NE " H O L W M Rl ,S1I . )N I IRl.XKM.s. ' 

I read that "legions of Americans" are buying guns for Christmas, spurred by "a fear of crime and a thead of gun con­

trol. ' .-MVaid that passage of the Brady Bill is only the first step toward gun-control legislation tha. w.ll li-avt, ihein 

unarmed in a nation of gunslingers, the legions are giving gun dealers what one calls then hesi sales v.-ar ,„ two 

rlecades. Sania Claus, on the other hand, is having a hard lime. On the same day, the New York /V,... , c,,o, ,s ,liat 

Santa has been recalled from the mails of Denver because a mysterious letter writer threatens to blow • ,l,a. Kats,, ' 

Playing With Fixe 
away. Christmas-spirited cops dress up in Santa suits, 
safclv within the walls of police stations, and listen to the 
wish lists of kids who probably hope for Uzis of their own. 

It s all there, in a single day's news, even during the 
season olficially dedicated to peace on earth. Pick up any 
paper and read the daily dispatches from the domestic 
war zone. You'll find the record of violent acts that 
ihrcaien everything we once thought precious or safe. 
And these day-s you'll find as well the stories of gun shop­
pers, male and female, who share the desperate convic­
tion that only our own readiness to do violence can 
protect us from violence. 

Interviewed in People. President Clinton says: "Nearly 
evervhodv who lives in anv kind of an urban area today, 
.lu.i i,Kii...-,iii^lv ,,, iii<..ilium-.>i/.c . i ini .-(iiiall U»̂ Ml.̂ , ii.-cls a 
significaiitlv higher level of personal insecurity than they 
did a few years aisfo. They look over their shoulders 
more, ihev worr^ more ab«jut who they speak to on the 
sirt-c-i i hen- is a li-\ t-l ol anxiety there that didn I exist, 
because ticarly everybody knows somebody who has been 
victimized," 

That anxiety alx)ut random violence currendy inspires 
yet another crackdown on crime in the United States. 
Hoih Republicans and Democrats rant about law and or-
der. They team up to throw good money after bad. opt­
ing to build 'boot camps" and jails and still more prisons. 

by A n n J o n e s 
though already, in the ones we have, wc |,K k up more o( 
our citizenry per capita than any <)dK-i naiion on i-arrli. 
On tele-vision, in between violent ciiu i lainmcmi pn>-
grams, news programs examine our viokiu socieiv. 
interviewing cops and convicts and di u^' pushers aiui 
teenage gang members and even children wlm ait- shooi-
ing and being shot at in unprecedented nuirii)crs. Heakh 
and Human Services Secretary Donna Shalala reporis 
that if current trends continue, f^unshots will replace car 
crashes as the leading cause of deaih bv inpirv in the I ..S. 
by the year 2003. "Among young adults aĵ es 23 to S4." 
she says, "the crossover has [alreadv] (u cuned on a na­
tionwide basis." And "Americans," as ihc presideni says, 
"look over their shoulders." 

.^lissiug iiyjin iiii.> naiujiuii ui ij.ai w,, w mu nuu-
tion of the crime that poses the greatest dangei to wom­
en: rape and/or assault by a current or lurmei hoviriend 
or husband. Battering is now the sin>;ii- Icadiiiii ( anse of 
injury to L',S, women betwetn tlic ajit.s ,,1 \:> .md M, 
sending more than a million women every year i<i doc­
tors' offices or emergency rooms for treamient. It drives 
women into the streets, too: 50 percent oriionioless wom­
en and kids across the U.S. are lleeinR from male vi,,-
lence. It figures in one quarter of all suicitle aitcmpt.s hy 
women and in one half of all suicide attempts hv .J\frican 
American women. It also accounts for uniokl damage in 

•IM Ms. XIA'l [I V r I'i-H 



fetuses in utero; 25 to 30 percent ol j ) i eKnatit women are 
battered, according to the National (;<>.ilition Anain.st Do­
mestic Violence. And every day in tht- U..S, Idur women 
are murdered by men who say they love them. 

Generally, battering docs not count as •crime." As re­
cently as 1991, only 17 states recor ded incidents of male 

childveii can relian 
violence against women in the home, and most confined 
reporting to "serious" bodily injury, lape, and murder. 
Officially, battering does not even couni as •violence. In 
the "family violence" establislurn.ni. .u atk-mu s (mo.stly 
male) have applied innocuous labi-ls such as ' spouse 
abuse" or "panner abuse" to obsciiie i>odi the .severity of 
violent acts performed at home and IIK- ̂ render of ihe 
perpetrators. What we've learned to ( all "domestic vio­
lence" has come to seem but a pale iinitatn)n of the real 
thing. This is hardly what we cxpet tcd when in 1970 
feminists began one of the most dramaiit sexrial reform 
effijrts in the nation's history: we biou({hi the issue of bat­
tering out of the private home and mio public con­
sciousness. Yet in just two decades, ni.ik: violence has 
been so thoroughly "domesiit aicd ini< i- a^.iin thai cvm 
some feminists say iheyve had enough of Hinging; vic­
tims. They want to talk about /juwrr. 

Enter the National Rifle .Association (Nk.'\). With 
deficits deepening, membership dcclinini,;. and no pal in 
the White House, the NRA spent .ilmosi million in 
1992 but couldn't shoot down the Brady bill. Undoubt­
edly depressed at the result, the NR.\ turns lor com-
fort--where else?—to women (se«- pa^e It finds 
feminist leaders preoccupied with an in-house argu­
ment—Are we/or victims or ufrniiisi iliemr—and clevei -
ly launches an appeal to both sides. Always adept :ii 
marketing, the NRA taps mto ilie st iimmms of tho.se; 
^o^et i who extol women s power and reject what thev 
call "victim feminism " .\t I I K same nine n pl.ns i.) rli<-
real terror of millions of U .S. woim-n who an- still vic­
timized by men who are their partiieis or lovers. ' Refiisc 
To Be a Victim," the NRA savs j^HMv. ,,„i<lun^r „> .id 
campaign in the feminist lani^uajie oi < hoid-. ( vnically 
co-opted from die campaign lor reprodmnvi: l ijrhis. 
peahng at once to women s cmpowei nieni and lo wotn-
en's fear, the NRA's ad campaign (,.iild not l,c more 
timely or better planned. 

Don't chink fbr a minute thev havr nm fx si interests at 
heart. During recent campaigns in several states lor leg­
islation authorizing police to <onli.scaie ijuns Irtiin nu-n 
who assault women or violate rest. . . , „ I I IK o.deis the 
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distinguish a toy gun from a. rea l one. 

NRA said noihing. We're simply warm bodies in the great 
untapped female market for armaments. No one knows 
for sure how many women own guns; estimates range 
from 11 percent to the NRA's 17 percent, but everyone 
agrees that relatively few of the 211 million firearms in 
this countrv belong to women. 

Like teenagers seduced by cigarette advertisers, or 
African .Americans targeted with booze billboards, wom­
en loo are a "special " market. We too have a pocket to be 
picked. Which is why women today face the 
question: to buy or not to buy a gun? It's a 
new dilemma. And troublesome. It leaves women torn. 
Your mind says one thing, your gut another. Your beliefs 
.ind vour instincts may not match up at all. ^ 

We're supposed to be society's peacemakers, or 
so tradition and conditioning tell us. And most U.S. 
women do consistently favor gun control. While many 
male lawmakers knuckle under year after 
year to the NRA lobby, prominent worn-
en. both in and out of Congress, stand up to them and 
help to redefine the issue. The final vote on the Brady 
Bill makes the jfender gap plain: in the House. 51 per­
cent of men voted for passage, while 81 percent of wom­

en were for the bill; in the Senate, it was (>() percent ot 
men. IQO percent of women. 

The "right to bear arms" (so dear to the NRA) is. after 
all. not an individual right but a collective right, for the 
purpose of maintaining a sute militia .And as individual 
ownership of guns increasingly menaces puhlic health 
and safety, more and more women take a stand against 
"macho" myths and for the general welfare, which is 
what the men who wrote the Second .Vnieiidtnent had in 

mind in the first place. Surgeon Geiu-rai Joytdyn Elders 
labels gun violence "one of the leading public health is-

sues in America," implying that k;uns. like any oiher 
product that potenually threatens public health— 

cigarettes, for example, or f<i<>d additives—should he 
subject to strict regulation and taxation. Hillary Rodham 
Clinton savs she thinks a campaien to tax tiuns and am­
munition as health hazards—the prtxceds to go to health 

i l s, • I .VK 



care retbrni—is a good idea. And Represenutive Niu 
Lowey (D.-N.Y.) attacks the NRA head-on. 

But then there s Lorena Bobbitt. Although she armed 
herself with a plain kitchen knife rather than a gun. her 
dramatic refusal to be a victim anymore produced one 
of those metaphoric moments when the dark side of 
gender relations suddenly lies exposed. The same male 
commentators who matter-of-factly report rape, torture, 
and (>enocide in Bosnia launched the full ballistic vo­
cabulary to describe Lorena Bobbin's act: ghasdy, un-

forgivable, unthinkable. Yet women could think it, and 
worse, laugh. Lorena Bobbin's crime was that she 
m a d 0 
it look 
so easv—a stroke of a sharp knife, 

1 rncritiqn this because the widespread understanding 

among women of Lorena Bobbitt s act, even as one fem­
inist spokesperson after another publicly condemned it, 
reveals a certain oli-the-record vein of vengefulness, a 

mother lode of anger, a vast buildup ol unrei^uiicd in­
sults and injuries. Mosdy we pretend it s not tliet e. We re 
ladylike and polite. But there it is, welling up honi time 
to lime when you least expect it. Women exchange high 
fives in the street when Lorena bobbin is acquitted. 
Women cheer in the movie theater when Louise pulls the 
trigger on that scumbag wanna-bc lapisi in ihe parkin>( 
lot. It's like living on an emouonal fault line; we g<> along 
calmly and then one day. hoom. snme iiide uu idem sets 
us quaking with laughter that smacks of swc-ei revenge. 

9 This behavior disturhs men, who 
do their best to make women in 

general and feminists in particular disavow it. Some men 
say we hate them. Some men say—i-ei ihis!~thai we con­

dom- vicjlfiue .iKainst 
them. Bui some men try 

to sell us guns. "Refuse To Be a \ iciim. - diev sav— 
though only on their terms and wiih iheir prcKlucts. /VlJ 

the while male violence against 
women contiinu s iiiiahatcd. A hat-

lering every 15 seconds, a rape every 40 .sccotids, a femi­
cide every two hours. Women don'i < hoose tn be vicunis 
but these days there s no end of opportunities in that line 



Women are fearful, yes. With good reason. But we're 
also beyond fear. We're fed up. That's what the cheering 
is about, and the high fives, and the laughter. Sweet re­
venge. Women's interest in guns—such as it ia—isn't just 
about fear. It's about fighting back. 

I know something about fighting back myself—and 
about the consoladons of a gun. In 1969 I took a job 
teaching at an Afi-ican American college in the South, a 
job some local white citizens thought unsuitable for a 
white woman. They encouraged me to go back home. 
They drove down my street at all hours, shouting and 
waving a Confederate flag. They beat my dog nearly to 
death. They fired buckshot at my house. A black friend 
of mine, a former marine, gave me a handgun, a .38 spe-

A long time after that, life gave me a second chance, 
and I failed again. While I was invesugating a murder for 
one of my books, a man whispered death threats into my 
answering machine. Similar threats, cm and pasted to­
gether from newspapers, arrived unstamped in the mail­
box, apparendy delivered by hand. Someone broke into 
the house when I was away and. as a calling card, left all 
the doors and windows open wide. I searched through 
my things for that old .38 special, loaded it, and kept it 
on my desk while I wrote. At night I pui it under my pil­
low. When 1 left the house, 1 took it along to have it 
handy when I came home again and searched every cor­
ner, every closet, every cubbyhole before sitting down 
once more at my desk. For six months, that pistol made 

jenager commits suicide with a gun. 
cial. and he and 1 made conspicuous trips to the public 
shooting range for target practice. 

After that, die racists left me alone. But they left me di­
minished, too. I d grown up with guns and knew how to 
handle them, but for complicated reasons—personal and 
political—I'd promised myself not to use them anymore. 
Then, in the face of the white cidzens' welcome, my prin­
ciples had simply vanished. 

As a kid. I d hunted with my dad from the time I was 
big enough to fire a shotgun without being flattened by 
the recoil. It was a great pleasure during those growing-
up years, walking the damp brown autumn woods and 
cornfields of northern Wisconsin with a .20 gauge under 
my arm, watching for the sudden thunder of partridge 
or pheasant on the rise. But at 18 I shot my first deer, 
and as 1 watched it die in the snow, the deadly and irrev­
ocable consequence of what I was doing came home to 
me. I couldn't stop weeping. (Yes, I know, 'just like a 
giri ") I never went hunting again, but because the shot­
gun had been a gift from my father, I kept it. 

Many years later, on April 4, 1968, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., was gunned down in Memphis. I borrowed a 
canoe, paddled to the middle of a lake near my home, 
and dropped my old shotgun over the side. I t was a 
ridiculous gesture, 1 suppose, impelled by grief and fiiry 
at the slaughter of Dr. King and the collective dream he 
had inspired. But I wanted to rid the world of guns and 
all the violence and deadi they seemed to represent; at 
least I could get rid of mine. The nonviolent path of Dr. 
King would be my own. Only a year later, I went South 
and lost my resoludon to a bunch of hopp>ed-up racists 
waving a Confederate flag. 

it possible for me to go through the motions of life and 
to go on working. But this time I understood the lesson 
I'd only half-leamed in that southern town: the threat of 
violence, i f it makes you play by its rules, is just as dead­
ly to the spirit as violence itself It wasn't a gun 1 needed. 
It was courage. 

Now when I read of women buying guns to gain ,i 
sense of power and control it makes me sad. for I imag­
ine them afflicted with the same incapaciiaiins; lisar and 
the same profound anger at being made to feel afraid. 1 
think of all the survivors of battering and stalking and at­
tempted murder I've talked to over the vcars. And some 
I never had a chance to meet, women like .April LaSala-
la. In February 1988, her ex-husband. Anthony, broke 
into her home on Long Island, New York, armed with a 
sawed-off rifle and a knife, and stabbed her several umcs 
in the chest. She survived, and he was charged with at­
tempted murder—then released on $'25,000 bail. The 
county prosecutor begged the judge to increa,se the bail 
and hold LaSalata in jail. Request denied. April LaSalaia 
applied for a permit to carry a gun to protect herself. 
Permit denied. In January 1989. .Anthony waited lor 
April to return from work, then shot her twice ni the 
head on her own doorstep. She was 34. 

I f . ^ r i l LaSalata had been granted ihai gun permii. 
could she have saved herself? Maybe so. Maybe not. 

As a practical matter, leaving the human dr;ima aside 
and looking at the studies and the numbers, it doesn't 
make much sense to own a gun. Having a gun in your 
home makes it diree limes as likely that someone will be 
killed there. And that someone may be vou or vour child. 
With children in the house, the only way i<; keep a gun 
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safely is to break it down, hide it, and hide the bullets 
elsewhere—and in that condition it's of no use in an 
emergency. On the other hand, having a gun at the 
ready endangers children who may play with it or use il 
as a weapon. Between 1979 and 1991, nearly 50,000 
children under the age of 20 were killed, by accident or 
design, with firearms, reports the Children's Defense 
Fund, Having a gun at the ready may also be fatal for 
you, if you're on the losing end of a strug^e with an in­
truder. But a woman is much less likely to be attacked 
by an intruder or by a stranger in a public area than by 
the man she lives with. Bring a gun into the house, and 
he might use il on you. Any femily member might use it 
to attempt suicide; unlike sleeping pills, a gun is a vir­
tually fauUless suicide weapon, offering no second 
chance- About 48 percent of deaths caused by firearms 
are suicides. 

But suppose you actually manage to use your gun to 
wound or kill an attacker in self-defense. If you've shot 
an unknown intruder with a legally licensed gun, you 
may or may not have to stand trial. But if you've shot the 
man you live with, or used to live with, your iroubles have 
only just begun. I've spent too much dme in too many 
prisons talking to too many women who say they killed 
batterers in self-defense, and who are now locked up for 
15 or 20 years or life without parole, to think dial "jusd-
fiable" homicide is easily jusufied when a woman pulls the 
trigger on a man. Consider the anguish these women go 
through, and 
their terrible 
loss of freedom. Sull. it's better than being dead. 

Butifwc want to talk about power, and having it, and 

It should never have to be up to the April LaSalatas of 
the world to arm themselves and shoot it out with men 
who are trying to kill them. The law could have saved 
April, and should have, and would have, if women 
mattered. Men condnue to rape and batter and assault 
and kill—in a word, to vicumize—women. But if those 
women don't matter in our stxrieiy, then why should 
women matter to the courts or the cops or all those con­
gressmen so diligenUy building prisons to lock up every­
body but batterers? 

I'm all for empowering vicums, and after the relendcss 
crime wave that men have waged undeterred against 
women all these years—even, and especially, in the so-
called safety of home—I 'd sure like to see us get our own 
back. Still, I think it's fair to say that when we took up the 
fight fbr women's rights, the tight t<j bear arms was not 
what we had in mind. We imagined a just country in 
which oops and courts would defend, if need be, a wom­
an's comtituuonal right to be free from bodily harm. We 
imagined an egaliurian world where people of all races 
and backgrounds and ages and both sexes could live to­
gether in harmony and cooperation, a world where class­
es and gender conflict would disappear, where there 
would be no cause for warfare and violence. Idealistic? 
Yes. But it seemed to me, and still dtics, the only kind of 
world worth struggling for. 

Instead we live now m a country where every two min­
utes somebody gets shot Where every 14 minutes some-

using it for the safety and protection and greater em­
powerment of women, should we be talking about guns 

at all? I remember a conversation years ago with a 
group of women in an Indiana prison. Each had killed 
a husband or boyfriend and was serving a long sen­
tence. One said, "When I get out of here, I'll never have 
a gun around the house again." Said anodier; "If l ever 
get out of here. I'll never have a man around the 
house." tracing her problem to its source. 

How do we arm women with awareness and the 
courage to live free of violence? And more to the point, 
how do we stop violent men? That's not a job to be done 
piecemeal by lone women, armed with pearl-handled 
pistols, picking off batterers and rapists one by one. It's 
a job for the collecuve power of women and men. 

body dies from a gunshot wound. Where every 2 hours 
a child is killed by someone with a gun. We live in a 

country where in 1991 guns killed 
38,317 people. Where every day 

four men track down and kill tfie women they claim to 
love. A world where popular, siate-of-the-ari. so-called 

l ^ i n * ^ ft-iinnist Naomi Wolf 
I H I i i B i cites pistol-packin ma­

mas in NRA publications as splendid examples of "pio­
neer fitminism." 

Maybe I'd be safer if I bought another handgun and 
pracdced up. Maybe I'd he safer still with an U/i. But 
safer for what? That's not the world t want to live in. Re­
member that old peace slogan f rom the days of war in 
Vietnam: "Someday thev ll give a w,ir and nobodv will 
come." Via still working on that. And in the meantime, if 
you want to pack a piece in the gunslmger society, please 
don't mistake your hardu ;ire lor powei, QS| 
Ann Jones's books on violence include "Women Who KiW 
(Fawcett) and the recently publuhad Ni'il rim. She'll Be Dead: 
Battering and How to Stop It" IbeMtm}. 



Cashing In on 
The NRA Targets Women • b y E l l e n N e u b o r n e 

MARY RVBKA, A HOSPITAL .ADMINISTRATOR I N MESA, ARIZO\.A, CARRIES A .38 .SI KCIAI. u-rrn HER TO 

work, to the shopping mall, even, she says, to the bathroom in her own home. "You can t know for certain where an 

assailant might be waiung for you." she says. "1 am ready. I wiU shoot if necessary ." She is so ready that when she goes 

to an ATM for cash, she holds the gun openly in front of her. Rybka used lo think handguns were dangerous. Be­

cause she has a daughter, she would not aUow her husband to keep one in the house. What made Rybka change her 

mind about guns? She was never aiucked. She has no dose friends who have been victims of violence. I f you 

ask Rybka, she'll tell you all it takes to be a gun convert is 
to read the papers and watch TV news; the world is not 
a safe place, she'll say. Soon after reading a book that 
plays on women's sense of vulnerability. Paxton Quigley's 
Armed and Female, Rybka decided to learn lo shoot. 
"Women are learning that no one can protect us but our­
selves." she says. " I refuse to ignore what goes on." 

She sounds a lot like Quigley, who conducts a person­
al protection course dubbed "Women's Empowerment 
in the '90s." " I make a strong feminist statement about 
the real psychological and philosophical changes going 
on with women and guns in sodeiy today." claims 
Quigley. "Women fear guns. That's a cultural thing. But 

when a woman learns lo shoot a gun, it changes her psy 
chologically. She sees that, as a woman, she can control 
this lethal force. 
When you learn 
to shoot, your fear fiiUs away from you 

The Nauonal Rifle Association is beiung millions of 

dollars that diere are women Uke Mary Rybka all across 
the country, who are ready for some "lethal force," who 
are uneasy about crime and can be convinced to commit 
an act they once deemed unthinkable: purchasing a gun. 
Women's safety may be the NRA's public pitch, but bol­
stering its flagging membership and building its coffers 
is at the top of the organizauon's agenda. After years of 
bullying down gun control legislauon, its lobbying pow­
er strengthened by a growth surge from about 1 million 

to 2.6 million members in the early Reagan years, the 
NRA's muscles have begun to sag, say some observers. 
By 1991 nearly 300.000 people had dropped dieir mem­
bership; in 1992 the overwhelming majority of the con­
gressional incumbents targeted by the NRA for defeat 
were reelected; and last year, the Brady Bill was passed. 
In addition, the NRA's close ties tcj the law enforcement 
community have deteriorated because ot its uncompro­
mising resistance to bans on "cop killer" bullets and 
assault weapoiu and its battles with the Bureau of Alco­
hol, Tobacco, and Firearms over enforcing the 1968 
Gun Control Act. The organization has been trying to 
rebuild its ranks through direct mail campaigns. It is 

an expensive game plan. 
The resulting deficits— 

estimated at |30 million in 1992 on top of J9 million the 
year before—have NRA state affiliates worried. 

Not surprisingly, the NRA has been casting about for a 
new approach. One is CrimeStrike. a $2 million attack on 

the criminal justice 
system, created in the 

hope of winning back friends in the police community. 
CrimeStrike rolls out a laundr>- list of get-tough measures 
of questionable efiectiveness, induding pretrial detenuon, 
increased use of mandatory sentences and the death 
penalty, and the latest popular favorite, three-strikes^ 
you're-out lifetime sentencing of repeat felons. The cam­
paign has already been credited with helping win a ballot 
inidadve in Washington State for three-strikes-you're-out 
sentencing and one in Texas for building more prisons. 



The other effort is the NRA campaign for women. 
Osha Gray Davidson, author of Under Fire: The NRA 
and the Battle for Gun Control, attended the 1991 an­
nual convendon in San Antonio, Texas, where boost­
ing membership was the top priority. "Speaker after 
speaker pointed out that the NRA had pretty much 
exhausted its traditional members—white men," 
Davidson says, "The conclusion was thai ihey need­
ed to attract more women and more minorities." 

"The idea that women are a huge untapped mar­
ket is not new," .says Esta Soler, executive director of 
the Family Violence Prevenuon Fund, in San Fran­
cisco. "Smith & Wesson conducted a poll in the 
eighues and found 29 percent of men were inter­
ested in owning a gun. but 28 percent already 
did. Now look at the .same question asked of 
women: 19 percent were interested. Only 9 
percent [said they] already own a gun." 

Ill its first national marketing effort direct­
ed .It women, the organization has launched 
what it de.scribes as a safety program; "Refuse 
To Be a Victim." In reality the campaign is 
part of the NRA's strategy lo gain new mem­
bers, money, and political support. Critics call 
II a sophisticated attempt to frighten women 
into buying guns. 

"Refuse To Be a Victim" comes in three parts 
that work together to persuade women that the 
NRA has a product to help them feel safe again. 
Step one is a scare-tactic advertising campaign 
targeted for mainstream television, radio, and 
magazines. The ads, fieaiuring a woman and child 
alone in a deserted parking garage, lead to the 
next level hy offering a brochure of safely tips, in­
duding. as tip number 42. "making an informed 
choice ;ibout firearm ownership." The final level, 
touted in the brochure, is a three-hour, f 20 courw 
on personal safety strategies taught by NRA-ceni-
fied instructors. 

After a successful test run in Houston, Texas; Mi­
ami. Florida: and the Washington, D.C. meiropoli-
tan area, ihe NR.A has doubled the campaign 
budget to $2 million and is taking its pitch nauonal, 
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jusi as ficar of crime has become the number one issue on 
ihe country's political agenda. 

I t is no surprise that the NRA has created an appar­
endy effixtive ad campaign to attract new members. "I'm 
the NRA," its campaign from the glory days of the early 
1980s, when membership took off and Congress buckled 
under, was so successful it appears in college advertising 
textbooks as an example of top-notch image-marketing. 
"I 'm the NRA" tried to erase the organization's reputa­
tion as a bunch of gun nuts by featuring gun owners such 
as a fresh-bced second-grader with his BB gun and the 
U.S. Olympic shooting team. 

"Refuse To Be a Victim" is not so sunny in its ap­
proach. The NRA insists the campaign is not designed to 
sell guns or even NRA membership, bui this is no neu­
tral public safety announcement. Working with its long­
time ad agency, Oklahoma-based Ackerman McQueen, 
NRA pollsters first interviewed 400 women in focus 
groups in ten cities across the country One ofiheir find­
ings, a prevalent fear of deserted parking garages, pro­
vides the setdng for the ads. 

In a shadowy garage, a mother—a white woman in her 
mid-thirties—makes her way wiih her young daughter 

in the U.S., move thai 
toward a solitary minivan. The woman glances nervous-
ly over her shoulder. The child looks wary. Both seem 
like helpless prey in the semidarkness. "Mow To Choose 
To Refiise To Be a Victim." reads the copy, which goes 
on to provide an 800 number to call for the NRA bro­
chure. The ad's Ugline, "From the Women of the NRA, 
had been smaller and less prommeni in earlier versions, 
until pollsters reponed that women wei e not impressed 
with safety campaigns pitched by men. 

I f you call fijr the brochure, you receive a pamphlet of 
innocuous safety tips such as "Do nt>i broadcast your 
plans in public" and "Maintain your personal space." 
These tips are "just a fraction" of the material in the 
three-hour course, promises the pamphlet. The NRA in­
sists that guns will be just one of the many options dis­
cussed in the course, and they're telling the truth. While 
the course does not hype gun ownership, it also fails to 
address spedfic issues of crime against women. At the 
Stan of a session in Januarv- in Collei^e I'ark. Maryland, 
the instruaor announced that she would deal only with 
"garden variety bad guys"—stranifors who commit acts 
of violence. Stalking, domestic violence, and workplace 
violence—^all major crime problems for women—were ig­
nored. The course leaned heavily on home security tips. 



discussing the pros and cons of di£Eercnt locks and 
peepholes, and did not address street safieiy. Self-
defense techniques were barely mentioned; in­
stead, "weapons" such as Mace, pepper spray, and 
personal alarms were extolled as %vays to ward off 
violence. Guns came up at the very end. 

Women's magazines are the primary outlet for 
"Refuse To Be a Victim." "You don't market ice to 
the Eskimos," says Tanya Metaksa, executive di­
rector of the NRA's Institute for Legislative Action 
(its lobbying arm) and the former head of the 
group's women's policies comminee. "We are mar­
keting to women, and wc need lo go where that au­
dience is." This is not the first time women's 
magazines and guns have joined forces: Woriing 
Woman magazine featured Paxton Quigley, armed 
with a silver pistol, in a short-lived ad campaign de­
signed to herald the magazine's remake into a hard­
er-edged publication, with Quigley and her pistol 
embodying the gel-lough image. 

Perhaps leery of that image, some magazines, such 
as Better Hones and Gardens and Good Houstketping 
would not carry the "Refuse To Be a Victim" cam 
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paign. But because no actual gun appears, many pt 
cations accepted it. The glossy, four-page ad hit 
newsstands in October issues of Cosmopolitan and Fa 
ly Circle in the three test cities. In the capital, the 
appeared only in magazines. But in Miami, the NI 
used radio commerdals along with the print ads. A: 
in Houston, where the ads drew the best response, 
used a mix of print and television, the combinatia 
chosen for the larger rollout of the campaign that b« 
gan earlier this year. 

"Refuse To Be a Victim" has gotten off to a stroni 
start. Meiaksa says 1.500 to 1,700 calls a week ar< 
coming into the program s 800 number. There 
were 6,000 requests for brochures in the cam­
paign's first four weeks. The NRA won't say how 
many women have taken the three-hour course, 
for which they recruited and trained 50 female 
self-defense instructors in the three market cities. 
•'We really didn't have a due as to what would 
happen," says Metaksa. "We just threw the bait 
out there and waited to see what would come af­
ter it. But I m pleased widi the response. It shows 
we are on target." Not that the NRA is pushing 
gun ownership, insists Metaksa: "We arc not say-
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ing to women you have got to have a weapon. We are 
saying we can give you some information and some ed­
ucation about ways you can be safe." 

In faa, most statistics show having a gun is the oppo­
site of being safe. Just the presence of guns in a commu­
nity is enough to increase the risk of death. A study that 
compared crime dau in Seatde, where handguns are eas­
ily available, to Vancouver. Canada, a dty vrith similar so­
cial and economic characteristics where guns are 
restricted, showed that over a seven-year period, levels of 
burglary, robbery, and assault were similar, but the risk 
of homicide was 60 percent higher in Seattle. The dif­
ference was due almost entirely to a higher rate of 
firearm homicides. 

Guns in the home don't seem to provide protection d-
ther. For every one time a gun in die home is used to kill 
in self-defense, it is used 43 times to cause an acddental 
death, a suidde, or a criminal homidde, according to Dr. 
Arthur Kellermann, director of Emory University's Cen­
ter for Injury Control. In an October 1993 article in the 
New England Journal of Medicine tided "Gun Ownership 
as a Risk Faaor fbr Homidde in the Home," Kellermann 
stated that having a gun in your home nearly triples your 
likelihood of being killed there. He also confirmed some­
thing domestic violence experu have known for years: 
most homicides are not committed by a stranger. In the 
homes Kellermann studied, more than 75 percent of 
homiddes were 
committed by a 
spouse, a family member, or someone known to the vic­
tim. In examining which families were most at risk, he 

found that homes where previous domestic violence had 
occurred were five times more likely to be the scene of 

a homicide, "All of this misinformation put out by the 
NRA deters the efforts of people who are really trying to 
educate women about violence," says Susan Click of the 
Violence PoUcy Center based in Washington, D.C. 
"They tell women that their best self-defense is a gun 
because no one else will help, so women who are already 
in a battering situation and feeling isolated are further 
alienated." 

In the U. S., where 330,000 people died by guns in the 
1980s, some groups are more at risk than others. Among 
African American girls ages 10 to 14. the percentage who 
died of gunshot wounds doubled between 1987 and 
1988. Patterns of suidde are also changing because of 
guns. Women attempt suidde more often than men, but 

men have traditionally been more likely to succeed be­
cause they often use guns. Now women, like men, most 
often kill themselves with firearms. And the suidde rate 
is increasing, 

Guns are dangerous even to those who handle ihem 
professionally. Sixteen percent of all police officers who 
are murdered are shot with their own guns. "That statis­
tic shows that even with all the training in gun handling 
that a police officer has. that gun can still be taken away 
and used on that officer," says Osha Gray Davidson. 
Representative Pat Schroeder (D -Coio.) makes a similar 
point: *They are trying to say, 'This is how you deal with 
the fear of being a victim.' But I always say to folks, 
'Do you know how long we train marines before we give 
them guns?'" Schrt>eder was among the 25 women leg­
islators organized by her colleague Nita Lowey (D.-N.Y.) 
to protest NRA scare uctics in the days following the 
debut of the "Refuse To Be a Victim" drive. Lowey and 
the other congresswomen pointed to the hypocrisy of 
a campaign designed to improve women's "safety," giv­
en the NRA's long-sunding opposition to any type of 
gun control. 

So far, efforts to stop ihe campaign have been unsuc­
cessful. As it moves forward into more and more U.S. 
dtiea, some observers predict it will be very effective. "I 
think this is brilliant," says Gary Nordlinger, a Demo­
cratic media atialyst in Washington. D C. "It takes the 

NRA, an organization that is taking a tremendous 
amount of heat for opposing the Brady Bill and other 

gun control measures, and it says to women. 
The NRA is your fnend,' It's very dever." 

If the campaign succeeds, legislators sympathetic to 
the NRA would have a new, "politically correct" reason 

to support the gun 
lobby. Behind a 

shield of warm, fuzzy public relations, the N RA could 
gain new strength and its supporters in C^ongress could 
have a new excuse to ignore violence against women. 
This is a propaganda war and the NRA is a veteran," 
says Hilary Shelion, a director of the United Methodist 
Church's General Board of Church and Society and a 
gun control advocate. "We need lo get the real numbers 
out. about women and guns and what the dangers are.' 
Pat Schrtieder suggests thai women police officers be en­
listed Co persuade women that guns are not the answer. 
Of the gun lobby, she says: "You cant lei them define the 
universe. You can't be afraid to uke them on." OS 
EUen Neuborne, based in Arlington. Virginia, is a reponer for 
"USA Todttj." 
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