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On a snowy Wednesday evening in February, the main attraction on the marquee at the Lyric

Theatre in Blacksburg, Va., was True Grit, the Coen Brothers’ bloody homage to the shoot-’em-up
Westerns of Hollywood’s Golden Age. But the movie playing inside had a very different message
to send.

Four years ago, on April 16, 2007, Colin Goddard was one of 49 people shot by Seung-Hui Cho in
Virginia Tech’s Norris Hall, a mere 1,000 yards from the Lyric Theatre—and one of only 17 who
survived. Shortly after 9 a.m., Cho forced his way into Goddard’s French class, firing on the teacher
and then methodically stalking the aisles, pumping an estimated 200 bullets from his Glock 19 and
Walther .22 into every student he could see. Goddard was hit four times: twice in the hips, once in
the right shoulder, once in the left knee.

Now he had returned to the scene of the crime. Throughout Goddard’s long recovery—it took a
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titanium implant and months of physical therapy before he could set aside his crutches and cane
and stand on his own two feet—he’d told himself that he wouldn’t let the Virginia Tech massacre
define him. He would graduate and move on with his life. But then came April 3, 2009, and with it a
mass shooting at a Binghamton, N.Y., immigration center that left another 13 people dead. “I
watched it on TV all day,” Goddard tells NEWSWEEK. “I knew that all those families were rushing
to hospitals without knowing what the outcome would be, having their lives turned upside down. I
thought, can we really not do something to make this less likely? I decided I couldn’t just sit quietly. I
had to find a way to address this.”

Gun Control

Gun Control’s Game Changers (/content/newsweek/2011/03/13/gun-control-s-game-changers)
Deadliest Gun States (http://www.thedailybeast.com/galleries/2504/1/)
Candidates and Their Guns (/content/newsweek/2010/10/28/target-practice)

In a few minutes, the result of Goddard’s efforts, a pro-gun-control documentary called Living for

32, would debut before a full house of 450 Hokies. Fresh from an acclaimed run at Sundance, the
film was tragically well timed. A little more than a month earlier, in Tucson, Ariz., a college dropout
named Jared Lee Loughner had gunned down Arizona Rep. Gabrielle Giffords and 18 others,
killing six; the previous weekend, 11 students had been shot and one student killed during a
fraternity party in Ohio. The issue was in the air.

But this night, in this town, where the horror of gun violence was no longer an abstraction, had a
resonance all its own. “Bringing it here, I thought, was very important,” Goddard, 25, told the
audience, emotion evident in his voice. “This is where I grew up as an adult. This is where I came to
understand that from such bad can come good.” Staring out from the stage, he saw his fellow
ROTC members and remembered when they’d passed the Army’s basic rifle marksmanship
course together. He saw a couple of his fraternity brothers and remembered the good times they’d
had at the local shooting range. Making the documentary, Goddard said, “has been part of my
healing process.” But every time there’s “another Tucson,” he confessed, “I’m right back here
again.” Then the lights dimmed, and the film began.

Are people like Colin Goddard crazy for thinking that they can change the politics of guns in
America? Most Beltway types would say yes, and with good reason. The National Rifle
Association, which regularly ranks as the most powerful lobbying group in Washington, has long
had a stranglehold on the issue. By outspending, out-organizing, and out-politicking its opponents,
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the NRA persuaded Democrats, who can control Congress only if they control red districts, to
abandon gun safety in the 1980s and 1990s, and since then it has successfully pressed for ever-
looser local laws. Consider the case of Tombstone, Ariz., which lies 70 miles southeast of Tucson.
When Doc Holliday and Wyatt Earp shot up the O.K. Corral in 1881, civilians weren’t allowed to
carry guns in town; a local ordinance required visitors to check their weapons at the Grand Hotel or
the sheriff’s office. But today, Tombstone residents are free to pack concealed firearms pretty
much wherever they want, without a permit. The state is now wilder than the Wild West.

The national numbers tell the larger story. Over the last two decades, the pro-gun lobby has
outspent gun-control forces by a factor of 20 to 1, according to the Center for Responsive Politics;
in 2008 alone, the NRA and its allies shelled out $2.4 million, or 41 times what the other side was
able to spend. In 1988, 18 states had laws that made it easy for civilians to carry concealed
handguns in public; now that number is approaching 40. New Mexico may expand concealed carry
to elementary schools and preschools and “liquor establishments”; Michigan has pushed to open
up day-care centers, sports arenas, and hospitals. Public opinion, meanwhile, has been trending in
a similar direction. In 1959, for instance, 60 percent of respondents told Gallup they favored a ban
on handguns except for “police and other authorized persons.” Now, after absorbing decades’
worth of NRA messaging—and after a recent drop in crime that sapped some urgency from the
issue—more than 70 percent of voters oppose it. Few politicians are eager to paddle against such
a powerful tide, which is why so many of them called for “a new era of civility” after one of their
colleagues was shot in the head—as opposed to, say, a new era of gun safety. “When I talk to
lawmakers in D.C., they’re always polite,” says New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, an outspoken
gun-control advocate. “But they always say the same thing: ‘Well, guns are important, but I can’t
really get into that now.’ ”

President Obama is no exception: he’s spent the two months since Tucson paying lip service to the
issue. Shortly after the shooting, three of his heaviest hitters—David Plouffe, Robert Gibbs, and
David Axelrod—began to drop hints about the president’s intentions. Axelrod said there’s “no
doubt” Obama “will engage in…that debate.” Plouffe went further, noting his boss’s support for the
assault-weapons ban and promising that “he’s going to address this.” Asked last week for an
update, a senior White House official told NEWSWEEK that advisers are still “exploring a variety
of ways the president could” weigh in. It’s hard not to wonder whether Obama’s plan is to pacify
liberal critics by continuing to mention some vague dream of addressing gun safety at some wispy
future date—then to cross his fingers and hope they forget.

If you believe the conventional wisdom, this strategy makes a certain sense: why distract the
electorate with a wedge issue when the economy is shaky and the Middle East is blowing up? But
what if the chattering class is wrong? What if Obama is missing a rare opportunity? As much as he
might like to move on, the issue isn’t going away—nor should it. On March 4, a federal grand jury
returned a 49-count indictment against Loughner, to which he has pleaded not guilty; a few days
later, authorities released autopsies of his victims. Last week doctors revealed that Giffords is now
walking, speaking in full sentences, and planning to attend her husband’s shuttle launch in April.
The wires, meanwhile, were filled with reports of fatal shootings: at a Sanger, Calif., birthday party;
a Georgia apartment complex; a San Antonio carwash. All told, an estimated 2,405 Americans
have been shot and killed since Tucson, adding to the grim toll of 400,000 felled by guns since
Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy were assassinated in 1968. (The estimate of gun
murders and accidental deaths is based on Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data.)

Gun-safety advocates would argue that Obama has a moral duty to stanch the bleeding, and that
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may be true. But what’s particularly interesting right now isn’t the moral equation. It’s the practical
one. Look beyond the hoary Washington logic, and it’s clear that the present moment may be
peculiar enough, and the forces at work potent enough, to produce real movement on gun safety—
provided Obama proceeds carefully. That means no outlawing specific guns. No relitigating the
Second Amendment. And no frantic liberal overreach. Just two precautions that a majority of voters
favor, according to a new NEWSWEEK-DAILY BEAST Poll: background checks for every gun
buyer (which 86 percent of respondents support) and a revival of the recently lapsed ban on the
kind of high-capacity clips that Loughner used in Arizona (which 51 percent support). If Obama
came out in favor of these modest reforms, he’d have libertarians (such as the Cato Institute’s
Robert A. Levy), Republicans (Rep. Peter King), independents (Bloomberg), and Democrats (Sen.
Frank Lautenberg) on his side. Even Dick Cheney, a longtime hunter and NRA supporter, now
admits that “maybe it’s appropriate to reestablish” limits on “the size of the magazine that you can
buy to go with semiautomatic weapons.” The diversity of this group reflects a simple truth: that the
vast majority of us have more in common with Goddard than with the two-dimensional culture
warriors—the latte-sipping elites, the paranoid survivalists—who have dominated the debate for
decades. We respect guns, gun owners, and the Second Amendment, and yet we want gun
violence to be as rare as possible. We know that guns can contribute to a community’s safety, and
yet we acknowledge that none of the 18 mass shootings since May 2007 was stopped by a legal-
handgun carrier. If Obama recognizes this reality, and takes action, it’s possible to imagine us
having a grown-up conversation about guns for the first time in almost 20 years.

Right now, the signs of hope may be faint. But they do exist. The first is Tucson itself—or, more
precisely, the fact that the proposed laws emphasize how preventable Tucson really was. In the
House, New York Rep. Carolyn McCarthy, whose husband was killed in a 1993 mass shooting on
a Long Island train, has introduced a bill seeking to reinstate the prohibition on high-capacity clips
that took effect in 1994 but lapsed when the assault-weapons ban expired 10 years later. It already
has 93 cosponsors—“one of the quickest responses from people on the Hill,” to the knowledge of
Paul Helmke, the former Republican mayor of Ft. Wayne, Ind., who is now president of the Brady
Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence. In the Senate, Lautenberg has introduced a mirror version of
McCarthy’s bill, as well as legislation that requires a background check for every gun sale and
prevents people on terrorist watch lists from purchasing firearms or explosives. Meanwhile,
Bloomberg’s group, Mayors Against Illegal Guns, is pushing to improve the national electronic
database of drug abusers, domestic offenders, and the mentally ill, which currently receives only 5
percent of the money assigned to it after Virginia Tech and lacks millions of records required by
federal law. (Arizona, for example, should have sent in 122,000 names between 2008 and August
2010, according to the Justice Department; the state submitted only 4,465.) With a comprehensive
“can’t buy” database and loophole-free background checks, neither Loughner nor Cho would have
been allowed to purchase firearms: Loughner’s drug use disqualified him from military service, and
Cho had a history of mental illness. And without access to high-capacity clips, Loughner would
have stopped to reload after 15 rounds instead of 31—meaning that he would have been tackled
and restrained 16 rounds sooner. “Pro-gun people always argue that laws like these wouldn’t have
saved any lives,” says McCarthy. “But of course they would have. Fewer bullets in Loughner’s gun
means that fewer shots would’ve been fired—which means that fewer people would have died.”

Despite its conservative leanings, the Supreme Court has also been paving the way for a new kind
of gun politics. For years, the NRA has invoked the Second Amendment to oppose even the most
limited gun-safety measures. First of all, they say, the Constitution guarantees individuals “the right
to bear arms,” so any restrictions on that right are inherently unconstitutional. And second, once
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bureaucrats start infringing on a fundamental freedom, what’s to stop them from outlawing guns
altogether? These arguments may have made some legal sense in the past, but not anymore. In
2008 the court ruled that while the Constitution does establish an individual right to bear arms, it
does not rule out “prohibitions on the possession of firearms by felons and the mentally ill, or laws
forbidding the carrying of firearms in sensitive places ... or laws imposing conditions and
qualifications on the commercial sale of arms.” For the first time, the court placed some
constitutional parameters on the gun debate. Can the government regulate firearms? Yes. But can
it outlaw them altogether? Absolutely not—no matter what the NRA says. “The decision
undermined two of the NRA’s big arguments,” Helmke explains. “One, that you can’t have any
restrictions on guns, and two, that ‘gun control’ is code for ‘gun ban.’ ”

It’s counterintuitive, but the current political climate might favor gun control as well. No coalition
suffered bigger losses in the 2010 midterms than the conservative Blue Dog Democrats, who tend
to court NRA support. Meanwhile, only three of the 106 Democrats who backed legislation to close
the gun-show loophole lost their seats. The results represent up-to-the-minute proof, says Helmke,
that the “NRA can neither save you nor sink you”—an argument that could swing a few Democratic
votes in the months ahead. The public, meanwhile, endorses the current proposals, according to
the NEWSWEEK–DAILY BEAST Poll: 51 percent want to outlaw high-capacity magazines; 67
percent back prohibiting the sale of firearms or explosives to individuals on terrorist watch lists; 83
percent support fully funding the national background-check database; and 86 percent favor instant
computerized background checks for every gun buyer. After tacking right on taxes and spending to
appease the newly empowered GOP, Obama will need to throw his base a bone in the run-up to
2012. Gun control is a natural fit: “liberal” enough to please core Democratic constituencies and
cheap enough not to bust the budget.

Obama should also be encouraged by new evidence that the GOP isn’t particularly invested in
keeping high-capacity magazines on the market. As a congressman, Cheney was one of the few
Republicans willing to vote against noncontroversial bans on cop-killer bullets and plastic guns,
which were designed to evade metal detectors. Now he’s open to reviving the moratorium on
Loughner-style clips—a huge shift. Conservative stalwart Bill Kristol seems to agree, telling C-
Span in January, “Let’s look at why this guy could shoot so many shots off so quickly.” In his speech
to the Conservative Political Action Committee, NRA president Wayne LaPierre didn’t bother to
explain why high-capacity magazines are necessary. “He knows this is a tough one to defend,”
Helmke says. Mitt Romney, the GOP’s 2012 frontrunner, is on record as saying he “would have
signed the assault-weapon ban”—a position that will make it hard for his party to oppose a new,

less-expansive prohibition on clips if he’s nominated. And in a recent Wall Street Journal column,
former Reagan speechwriter Peggy Noonan revealed that ultimately “the Republican Party will not
go to the wall to defend extended clips.” If Obama and his allies decide to move forward,
mainstream Republicans may not battle back as aggressively as everyone expects—even if the
NRA insists it “disagrees” with Cheney and Kristol and will “fight any gun-control scenario down the
pike,” as public-affairs director Andrew Arulanandam tells NEWSWEEK.

Tucson was the first mass shooting or assassination plot in years in which neither the shooter nor
his target died in the melee—an outcome that will shape the media coverage in ways that may
benefit the gun-safety cause. When a killer commits suicide, there’s no need for a trial; when his
most prominent victim passes away, a funeral tends to bring the story to an end. But in this case,
the coverage will continue indefinitely—Loughner will go on trial; Giffords will keep on recovering—
and gun violence will be a topic of debate as long as their twinned tales are in the news. Factor in
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the anniversaries of Columbine, Virginia Tech, and the 1981 Reagan shooting, which are coming
up this month and next, and the president and his friends suddenly find themselves with a larger-
than-usual window of opportunity to weigh in. “Obama could go down as one of the greats if he
stands up and has the courage to do this,” says Bloomberg, who is spending some of his
estimated $18 billion fortune on the issue in the years ahead. “We need leadership.”

Back at the Lyric Theatre, Goddard was doing his part. Watching his documentary, it was
impossible to ignore how little we’re doing to stop dangerous people from buying deadly weapons.
Of the dozens of private sellers Goddard and his colleagues encountered at gun shows, not one
ran a background check before selling them firearms, Goddard says. Vendors in Maine were the
toughest: they requested a local ID. “Minnesota has a system where you can get a permit to buy a
gun that proves you can pass a background check, and if you don’t have that, some people won’t
sell to you,” he says. “But you can just walk to the next table and buy one there without it.” In Texas,
Ohio, and Virginia, Goddard easily bought semiautomatics, often without bothering to show ID. “I
bought AK-47s, TEC-9s, a Mach 11, a slew of handguns,” he says. “We could have bought books
that tell you how to convert a semiautomatic to a fully automatic and how to make a homemade
silencer. There were .50-caliber sniper rifles being sold to the general public almost everywhere we
went.” In fact, the only time Goddard, who now works for the Brady Campaign, came under close
scrutiny was when he delivered his weapons to the police. “I had to show my ID and answer all
kinds of questions,” he says. “None of which were asked at the point of sale.”

As Living for 32 drew to a close and the lights in the Lyric came up, one student asked Goddard
what kind of action Congress had taken since Tucson. Not much, he said. Then he smiled ruefully.
“You’d think they would realize that all American citizens want to be sure that weapons are not sold
to people who shouldn’t get them,” he continued. “You would think this would reverberate. We need
to tell them that there are some simple things that we could be doing. We’re going to be here,
pushing this, until it doesn’t need to be done anymore.”
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