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INTRODUCTION

The National Ri›e Association (NRA) sells everything from its political
agenda to its merchandise with a simple equation: more guns equals
more freedom. The NRA steadfastly maintains that thirty thousand gunrelated deaths and three hundred thousand assaults with ‹rearms in the
United States every year are a small price to pay to guarantee freedom. As
former NRA president Charlton Heston put it, “Freedom isn’t free.”
When Heston told fellow NRA members that anyone who wanted to
take his guns would have to pry them out of his “cold dead hands,” he
was advancing a theory of the relationship between freedom and ‹rearms
that has become a powerful political and social force in America.
When gun enthusiasts talk about the importance of an expansive
reading of the Second Amendment to the defense of freedom, they are
referring to freedom in a general sense, but they also have something
more speci‹c in mind—freedom from government oppression. In their
view, unfettered access to ‹rearms is the key ingredient in protecting
individual rights from overreaching by government. They argue that the
best way—in fact, the only way—to keep centralized authority in check
is to ensure that individual citizens retain the capability to confront the
government with force of arms.
This idea, which we call Insurrectionism, is part of a broader ideological perspective that opposes a strong, activist government in nearly
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all of its forms. For Insurrectionists, guns are both symbols and tools of
freedom. The idea that individuals must be prepared for a violent confrontation with the state is only one tenet, albeit crucial, of a worldview
that is hostile toward—or at least highly suspicious of—public education, immigration, international institutions, and almost any type of
social program, especially when run by the federal government.
Antigovernment sentiment is, of course, not con‹ned to gun rights enthusiasts, but the Insurrectionist idea adds an emotionally charged element to the standard conservative critique: big government is not just
inef‹cient or even corrupt but is an alien force that threatens to annihilate us if we fail to exercise constant vigilance against its natural tendency toward tyranny.
On occasion, the Insurrectionist idea spurs a lost soul or desperate
tax delinquent or publicity-seeking paramilitarist to violent action.
Timothy McVeigh was the poster child for the deadly consequences of
taking the Insurrectionist idea to heart, but smaller armed confrontations between “citizen” and government are suf‹ciently common that
they usually warrant only a brief mention in the local newspaper unless
they escalate into full-scale shootouts. Rather than attempting to resolve their grievances through the courts or the political process, selfdeclared “patriots” challenge government authority through force of
arms, often with bloody results. It is not surprising that Insurrectionist
rhetoric eventually leads some people to take violent action, but the
blithe acceptance of these outbursts of violence as a natural and perhaps
inevitable reaction to government overreaching is remarkable.
After a disgruntled business owner who felt—apparently with some
justi‹cation—that he was treated unfairly by municipal of‹cials in the
town of Kirkwood, Missouri, went on a shooting spree at a town council meeting in the spring of 2008 and killed ‹ve people, members of the
public responded with outrage at the violence but not at the motives:
some observers seem to see armed confrontation with the government
as a prerogative of citizenship. Speaking at a community meeting a day
after the massacre, one man said that the shooter was “a soldier who
paid the price for liberty.”1
And why shouldn’t shooting public of‹cials be a legitimate response
by citizens who are aggrieved by the government? After all, at the time
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of the Missouri shooting, briefs were being ‹led and arguments being
prepared for the Supreme Court arguing explicitly that our constitution
guarantees every American the right to prepare for armed confrontation
with the government. In Heller v. D.C., a challenge to the District of
Columbia’s gun laws, the NRA, appearing as an amicus curiae, contended that one purpose of the Second Amendment is to protect an individual right to arm against the “depredations of a tyrannical government.” The vice president of the United States and 305 members of
Congress asked the Court to support that view. And in fact, in a landmark decision striking down parts of the District’s gun laws, the Court
found that the Second Amendment includes an individual right to insurrection. Justice Antonin Scalia wrote that citizens acting on their
own are entitled to arm themselves and connect with others in a “citizens’ militia” to counter government tyranny.2
This book asks readers to consider just how damaging this idea is to
democratic values. When we began work on the book in 2004, we had
no idea that the U.S. Supreme Court would endorse Insurrectionism,
but it was already clear that the idea was gaining intellectual traction
beyond the radical fringe. Right-wing populists are attracted to the idea
that Insurrection through force of arms is a morally and legally legitimate instrument of political expression in a democracy largely because
it ‹ts neatly with their core ideological premises—that is, that the government should be kept in a condition of weakness because collective
approaches to social problems are wasteful at best and more often constitute an insidious threat to individual liberty.
The NRA and its allies have been among the leading vehicles for
popularizing the claim that a strong government is antithetical to freedom. The gun rights movement has become an integral part of the
broader conservative coalition because the Insurrectionist idea advances the larger cause of demonizing government in virtually all of its
forms. After all, if individual citizens have a right to decide when government taxation or regulation or infrastructure development amounts
to tyranny, all government action is easily viewed as suspect.
This book argues that the Insurrectionist idea poses a serious threat
to democratic values and institutions. In outlining how Insurrectionism
made the transition from a radical set of claims about the centrality of
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‹rearms in the preservation of freedom to a mainstream legal theory
that enjoys widespread political support (and why it poses such a danger
to our democracy), we make three main arguments.
First, the Insurrectionist movement must be taken seriously because it has political and social consequences beyond ‹rearms policy,
and these consequences make it a major threat to much of the progressive agenda. The leading gun rights groups preach Insurrectionism as a
core concept, teaching members and nonmembers alike that they
should not trust the government and should be prepared to resist it with
force. Recent public opinion research shows that many gun owners
have accepted the Insurrectionist message and see resistance to government as at least one good reason for owning a gun.3
The core of the Insurrectionist dogma is its insistence that unrestricted access to guns of every kind is an essential element of freedom.
Insurrectionists see the government as the enemy and condemn any and
all gun regulation as a government plot to monitor gun ownership (presumably to lay the groundwork for con‹scation of privately owned
‹rearms in the event of a political crisis). By constantly hammering
home the idea that the gun rights movement is essentially about the defense of liberty, advocates of the Insurrectionist myth have effectively
turned freedom into a code word understood by the initiated to imply a
quite remarkable conception of the role of private violence in our political system, eliminating the need to spell out the idea in detail or confront its logical implications.
The gun rights groups, with the NRA in the forefront, have created
a communications network that reaches down into the grass roots and
delivers messages, talking points, and voting advice to millions of
Americans. Through various forms of mass media, such as television,
radio, and billboards, they reach sympathetic fellow travelers who may
not actually be group members or even gun owners. These efforts are
usually invisible to anyone who lives in or near a large city, but every
two years (and especially in presidential election years), the roads and
airwaves of rural and small-town America are ‹lled with pleas to “Vote
Freedom First” by supporting candidates backed by gun rights groups.
The NRA’s communications and grassroots capabilities allow it to
swing a small but often critical group of voters in tightly contested cam-
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paigns. In an era when presidential elections are often decided by a
handful of votes in a single state, this organizational capability is immensely valuable, even though most gun owners disagree with the
NRA on many issues. By embracing the NRA, the right wing of the Republican Party gets access to a message machine that churns out antiprogressive propaganda not just during the election season but year in
and year out. It is no wonder, then, that some of the leading lights of the
“conservative” movement, such as Grover Norquist and David Keene,
sit on the NRA’s board of directors and embrace the Insurrectionist
message.
More troubling from our perspective is this message’s effect on the
political prospects of progressive candidates. Pitifully few politicians
have been con‹dent enough to stand up to Insurrectionist rhetoric, and
many have embraced it as a legitimate perspective on the role of guns in
a democracy. Progressives (particularly those concerned about civil liberties) sometimes spout Insurrectionist rhetoric without thinking
through what it means. Progressive political leaders should think carefully about the long-term costs and bene‹ts of embracing an idea that is
fundamentally antagonistic toward any form of government that is capable of undertaking ambitious efforts to solve dif‹cult social problems.
Second, Insurrectionism derives from a view of the American experience and more generally of the modern history of the world that is
wildly at odds with the historical record. The Insurrectionist myth that
government is the enemy of freedom and that armed citizens have
proven the best check on government power has been concocted from
twisting the facts of historical events, with revisionist accounts of three
episodes from the past playing an especially important part in the Insurrectionist delusion: the American Revolution and the founding of
the American republic, the denial of civil rights to African Americans
after the Civil War, and the rise of the Third Reich under Adolf Hitler.
The touchstone of the Insurrectionist take on these events is that strong
government is always the primary threat to human freedom and that
private ownership of ‹rearms is the only force that can keep this threat
in check.
Insurrectionists teach that the lesson of the founding of the United
States is that guns were so important to American freedom that the
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framers enshrined in our Constitution the right of every individual to
own guns to ward off government tyranny.4 From the Civil War, the Insurrectionists draw the conclusion that the government’s disarming of
the former slaves led to the subjugation of African Americans for one
hundred years.5 From the rise of the Nazis, Insurrectionists glean the insight that if the Weimar Republic had dispensed with gun control,
Hitler would not have exterminated six million Jews and millions of
other people.6 In the Insurrectionist version of history, these three examples offer cautionary tales that illustrate the immense danger posed
by gun control schemes.
This book offers a detailed examination of these arguments about
the lessons of history. We show that the Constitution was speci‹cally
framed to prevent individuals from using mob power as a fourth branch
of government and that protection for Insurrectionism, as advocated by
a small group of radical Antifederalists, was the losing argument in the
rati‹cation debates. As for the Reconstruction and Nazi arguments, we
show that the key factor in the horrors carried out by the Klan and its
allies (and then eighty years later by the Nazis) was the disintegration of
government power in the face of organized private violence. The problem with arming the oppressed to give them an opportunity to defend
themselves is not that the freed slaves or the Jews of Europe did not
have an adequate moral claim to use whatever means they could ‹nd to
‹ght back. The victims of genocide are fully justi‹ed in taking up arms
to defend themselves. The dif‹culty with the argument against gun
control in World War II–era Germany or the Reconstruction South is
that guns would not have helped to hold off the Nazis or the Klansmen
for long. Without a commitment by legitimate democratic government
to enforce the rule of law and its monopoly on force, a few more guns for
former slaves would have provided little long-term help. In fact, a strong
government that has the means and the will to enforce individual
rights—the kind of government opposed by Insurrectionists—would
have been a source of far greater protection. We argue, then, that historical experience counsels against the weak government favored by Insurrectionist thought and in support of democratic government empowered with the tools to protect itself and its citizens from the mob.
Third, the Insurrectionists cannot secure their substantive, proce-
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dural, or symbolic demands except at the expense of many other vital
freedoms, most of which have no direct relationship at all to ‹rearms.
Despite their oft-expressed enthusiasm for the uncompromising defense of freedom, the Insurrectionists who lead the gun rights movement do not seem to mind trampling the democratic rights of others.
The most obvious—but not the most important—example is the gun
rights movement’s willingness to compromise public safety. The insistence on gun rights absolutism ignores the practical impact of gun violence on the freedom of individuals to walk down the streets of their
own neighborhoods. When crime data began to show that gun violence
was increasing in the late 1980s and early 1990s, gun control groups developed proposals to address what they saw as a public health threat.
The Insurrectionists, conversely, saw rising crime rates—and the political pressure to address them—as a threat to their ideological goals.
While gun control advocates worked to marshal statistics in support of
their legislative agenda, their counterparts in the gun rights movement
moved to de›ect any initiative that would allow the government to
identify gun owners, even for purposes of investigating and prosecuting
violent crimes committed with their guns.
The more fundamental danger, however, is not that the erosion of
public safety imposes a cost on individual freedom. The more serious
problem is that by inculcating gun owners with a paranoid, obsessively
antigovernment political ideology, the Insurrectionist movement has
helped to stoke hostility toward government power (e.g., international
treaties and environmental regulation) and pluralism (e.g., by attacking
immigration and af‹rmative action). By promoting the idea that no person can or should rely on anyone else for anything important, the Insurrectionists’ warped worldview shapes negative attitudes about government, mutual obligation, and community.
Gun control advocates—and the progressive movement—have
failed to appreciate the danger posed by this ideological blaze and the
grassroots network fanning its ›ames. Without an organized and sustained effort to show how the NRA and other gun groups have become
instruments of a broader reactionary movement, these groups will continue manipulating gun owners into joining a coalition of libertarians,
right-wing populists, and religious “conservatives” who want to make
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war on public education, progressive taxation, civil rights, and virtually
every other signi‹cant social and political advance of the past century.
In fact, the unchecked spread of Insurrectionism threatens the
shared values and institutions that comprise our democratic system by
undercutting support for a strong and effective government capable of
protecting individual rights (including equal protection of the laws and
the freedom to walk the streets in safety). The antidemocratic effects of
Insurrectionism are more than simply an indirect consequence of the
gun rights movement’s alliance with the “conservative” movement.
Antidemocratic values such as hostility to pluralism lie at the core of
the Insurrectionist idea.
The authors are acutely aware of the strange illusion, so real and so
compelling to some people, that the Insurrectionists are entitled to subsume their doctrines under the rubric of “conservative” political
thought. So as a gentle reminder to readers, we have placed the term
“conservative” and its derivatives in quotation marks wherever the text
requires disavowal of a conceit suggesting that this misbegotten form of
radicalism owes its ancestry to venerable traditions. More than a half
century ago, conservative scholar Peter Viereck described the Insurrectionists of his day, the McCarthyites, as “rootless doctrinaires.”7 According to Viereck, “Conservatism is the art of listening to the way history grows,” and he quoted August Heckscher as saying,
Conservatism is rarely a program and certainly never a dogma. It is not
an ideology. At its best conservatism is a way of thinking and acting in
the midst of a social order which is too overlaid with history and too
steeped in values, too complex and diverse, to lend itself to simple reforms. It is a way of thought which not only recognizes different classes,
orders, and interests in the social order but actually values these differences and is not afraid to cultivate them.8

In short, Insurrectionism is a radical doctrine, and its use as a political tool is fraught with danger. Unlike the Insurrectionists, however,
we do not favor undercutting other individual rights to check the
growth of this noxious idea. No American can or should be punished by
the government for expressing ideas, even when these ideas include the
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proposition that armed citizens should use force against the government as a form of political dissent. But what means are available to confront and discredit the Insurrectionist idea and the political organization that has been built around it? We have a few suggestions for ways
to advance a progressive strategic alternative to the gun rights fantasy of
Insurrectionism:
1. Recognize Insurrectionism as a threat to the entire progressive movement.
Too many political progressives assume that the gun rights
movement can be co-opted or simply ignored. Progressives fail to understand that the Insurrectionist idea is part and parcel of a broader reactionary worldview. Unless progressives recognize that the Insurrectionist premise of the modern gun rights movement is fundamentally
hostile to the progressive project and its values, the “conservative”
movement will use gun rights as a building block for organizing and
propagandizing.
2. Isolate the Insurrectionists by embracing the self-defenders and the
sporting gun owners. The fact remains that most gun owners are not
Insurrectionists. The majority of gun owners keep guns primarily for
self-protection or recreation, not to prepare for some future Armageddon. Insurrectionists do not deserve the cover provided them by self-defenders and sporting gun owners.
More than two hundred million ‹rearms are in private hands in the
United States, and almost 40 percent of homes contain at least one gun.
Legislation to ban handguns has been extremely dif‹cult to pass, and
even if new handgun sales were outlawed—an unlikely scenario for the
foreseeable future—the effect would be entirely prospective, albeit
signi‹cant over time. Education about the dangers of guns in the home,
coupled with rigorous regulatory and enforcement efforts to close the
channels of illegal gun distribution, may now be the best way to convince Americans that their families and communities will be better off
without unfettered access to ‹rearms.
3. Reclaim the values and reframe the question.
Gun control advocates have spent the past three decades trying to persuade the public
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that guns are dangerous, while gun rights groups have argued that guns
are essential to our freedom. We need to challenge the idea that guns
protect freedom and democracy. The most important threat posed by
unfettered access to ‹rearms comes from those who would use it as an
Insurrectionist shibboleth. This ideology should have been completely
discredited with the Civil War, and its ascendance represents a return to
the days when our society was less free and less democratic. Progressives must be willing to stand up and say, “I believe in strong gun laws
because I am a patriot, and I believe that accountability and personal responsibility are not only consistent with freedom and democracy but
are essential to both.”
The American debate over guns should be framed as a discussion
about America’s civic health. The questions should be, How can a commitment to democratic values be squared with the idea of violence
against a democratic government? What role does respect for political
equality and pluralism play in our system of government, and what is
the relationship between the ideology of the gun rights movement and
these values? Do we want to live in a society where people who want
nothing more than to move about their communities without fear need
to bring a ‹rearm to protect themselves from violence? How have we allowed the debate over democratic values to become so cheapened and
degraded? By answering these questions, we can begin a new debate
about guns in America that can open the door to more effective approaches to violent crime as well as to a heightened respect for the values and institutions that make our country great.

