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The Heller Fallout: Guns Kill People 
 

I am sick and tired of hearing, "Guns don't kill people; people kill people." This 
argument became even more popularized by the NRA after the landmark Supreme 
Court case of District of Columbia v. Heller (2008), in which a narrow five to four 
majority of justices reversed over two centuries of legal precedent by ruling that 
the Second Amendment protects an individual's right to own a gun unconnected 
with service in a militia. 
 
Authored by Justice Antonin Scalia, the majority opinion in Heller effectively 
rewrote the Second Amendment that was ratified in 1791, setting America back 
217 years by creating constitutional barriers that diminished federal, state, and 
local government's ability to implement effective gun control measures. The result 
has been an explosion in gun ownership, making it easier to buy guns than to 
regulate their safe use.  
 
Sixteen years after Heller, there are more guns than people in the United States - 
474 million guns, according to recent estimates, compared with 333 million 
people!1This rise in gun ownership has led to a proliferation in gun violence. Data 
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention show that the annual number 
of people killed with guns in our country rose from 31,393 in 2008, the year of the 
Heller decision, to 48,204 in 2022 – a 53% increase.2   
 
However, gun lobbyists continue to tout the ruling in Heller that private citizens 
have a constitutional right to keep guns in their homes for “self-defense.” But are 
we really safer with more guns in American homes? Research has shown that for 
every one time a gun in the home is used to kill an intruder, there are 43 gun-
related suicides, homicides, or fatal accidental shootings of a household member.3 
Additionally, firearms are now the leading cause of death of children and teens in 
the United States,4 and the likelihood of accidental deaths or suicide in children 
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and youth is four times higher for kids who live in homes with guns.5 Other studies 
have shown that the rate of gun related deaths for children under the age of 15 is 
12 times higher in the United States than in other high-income developed 
countries,6 and the rate of gun related homicides of high school age youth is 82 
times higher.7  
 
With gun ownership being mostly unregulated, the connection between the rise in 
gun ownership and gun violence is indisputable. But the danger isn't simply the 
number of guns. It is the type of guns we're allowing people to purchase in this 
country legally. The accessibility to semi-automatic pistols and rifles equipped with 
high capacity magazines has led to an increase in both the frequency of mass 
shootings and the number of people killed and wounded per mass shooting.8  
 
It is clear that gun violence is causing overwhelming suffering and pain in our 
country. So please, let's move beyond the tired debate of whether guns kill people 
or people kill people. The reality is that people with guns kill people far more often 
than people without guns, and we cannot neatly separate the two issues. What we 
should be debating is how to overturn the Heller decision; restore the Second 
Amendment to its original meaning – a collective right of the states to maintained 
armed militias (in other words, the current National Guard) - and adopt stringent 
gun control laws in our country comparable to the laws in other developed 
democracies. For our own safety and the safety of future generations, it’s critically 
important that we take these measures as soon as possible.  
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