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Armed Citizens and the Stories They Tell
The National Rifle Association’s Achievement

of Terror and Masculinity
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Since 1926, the National Rifle Association’s (NRA) flagship publication has without
pause featured “The Armed Citizen,” a column that reports instances in which law-abid-
ing citizens have successfully defended their property, person, and/or family with fire-
arms. These reports are brief (100 to 200 words) and have remained remarkably
untouched over the past 80 years with regard to style, diction, and narrative structure.
Their rhetorical effect, however, has not. In 1977, the year the NRA became a social
movement, these narratives began to contribute to the production of a terror-filled,
deeply masculine (and surprisingly biblical) NRA discourse that led (and continues to
lead) to the mobilization of its members to defend the right to keep and bear arms in the
face of extraordinary public opposition: to perpetuate what has come to be known as the
“gun-control paradox.”
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Attorney Alston Jennings, his wife, and two sons were in their Little Rock,
Ark., home when a former mental patient broke in swinging a sickle. In the
melee that followed, Jennings shot the berserk man once with a cal. .22 rifle,
Mrs. Jennings flailed at him with a chair, and, as Jennings grappled for the
sickle, the 12-year-old son rushed to his father’s aid with a cal. .45 pistol.
Jennings then fatally shot the intruder three times.

—National Rifle Association (1961)

The so-called gun-control paradox continues to challenge scholars of all
stripes (Schuman and Presser 1977; Leddy 1987; Lott 1998; McClurg,
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Kopel, and Denning 2002; Ludwig and Cook 2003). The paradox lies in the
National Rifle Association’s (NRA) ability to defend the U.S. Constitution’s
Second Amendment in the face of extraordinary public opposition. The vast
majority of Americans, for example, support sixteen of nineteen general
measures to regulate guns (see National Opinion Research Center 1999).1

Yet the NRA continues to broaden and secure U.S. citizens’ right to keep and
bear arms (Spitzer 1995; Wright and Rossi 1986; Herrnson, Shaiko, and
Wallace 1998; Davidson 1998; Bogus 2002). Research to date has attempted
to resolve the paradox by suggesting a direct correlation between negative
press against the NRA and increased NRA mobilization (Patrick 2003). The
more scandalous press the NRA receives from elite media sources, the stron-
ger and more efficient the NRA becomes as a political force. This conclusion,
although convincing, leaves unexamined two important (as well as inter-
twined) reasons for the NRA’s success: terror and masculinity.

This essay examines the NRA’s rhetorical construction of terror and mas-
culinity through a textual analysis of “The Armed Citizen,” one of the NRA’s
oldest and most established columns. Published without pause in NRA flag-
ship magazines such as The American Rifleman since the early 1920s, “The
Armed Citizen” reports instances in which law-abiding citizens have defend-
ed their property, person, and/or family through the use of firearms. The
reports are brief (100 to 200 words) and have remained remarkably un-
touched with regard to structure, content, and diction over the past 80 years.
The column exists, I argue, as an active producer of a terror-filled NRA dis-
course that aims to mobilize its overwhelmingly male members to defend the
Second Amendment in the face of public opposition: to perpetuate what has
come to be known as the gun-control paradox.2

Following some conceptual considerations, this investigation moves in
five moments. In the first three sections, I explore the NRA’s history, the nar-
rative structure of “The Armed Citizen,” and some observed cracks in the col-
umn’s structure. The fourth section explores the column’s construction of
terror and masculinity: a rhetorical project that apes the biblical story of
David and Goliath. “The Armed Citizen” narrates how individuals achieve
masculinity through performing heroic acts amid terror-filled struggles, in
much the same way as David heroically won his own masculinity in battle
against Goliath, an incredibly terrifying foe in his own right. The fifth section
then shows how “The Armed Citizen” connects with NRA-encouraged cul-
tural practices, such as voting, petitioning, and letter writing; this intersection
of narrative and practice, I argue, encourages NRA members to understand
themselves as “Davids” called by God to do battle against the NRA’s own
“Goliath” (liberal America) without necessarily having to actually become
armed citizens themselves.

There has been a great deal of important work in recent years (in several
disciplines) on masculinity (Messner 1994; Connell 1995; Kimmel 1996),
terror (Nordstrom and Robben 1995; Bornstein 1991; Whitehead 2002;
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Scheper-Hughes and Sargent 1998), and guns (Bogus 2002; Homsher 2001;
Bruce and Wilcox 1998). Significantly less scholarship, however, has syn-
thesized these seemingly disparate objects of study to illustrate how gender-
ed constructions of terror shape group identity within a social movement.
This investigation in turn demonstrates how the production of masculinity
and terror can be interdependent cultural constructions that yield an active,
especially vigilant, kind of citizen who is distinctly masculine in character.

SOME CONCEPTUAL CONSIDERATIONS:
MASCULINITY AND TERROR

Scholars of masculinity (e.g., Kimmel 1996; Messner 1994; Connell
1995) provide this study with a conceptual foundation, allowing masculinity
to be understood in both relational and discursive terms. By relational, I
understand masculinity not as a monolithic system but as a configuration of
practices within a system of gender relations (Connell 1995:84). This means
that there exist multiple masculinities. This also means that masculinity, if
understood as a cultural category constructed through social and cultural
relationships, can be read onto traditionally a-masculine social actors. This is
one of the more surprising dimensions of “The Armed Citizen”: a-masculine
actors, such as women, children, and the elderly, achieve their masculinity
through heroic struggles.

This study also places to the fore the gendering effects of narrative. As
much as relational understandings of masculinity imply a sociological con-
ception of gender formation, discourse theory allows us to see the rhetorical
work that goes into making, representing, and re-representing masculinity as
an object of knowledge. In this sense, I understand masculinity as a rhetorical
achievement, albeit a fragile one, that relies on a seemingly coherent narra-
tive for sustenance. As the following sections explain, “The Armed Citizen”
provides NRA members with such a narrative, creating opportunities for the
column’s reader to assume and become subsumed by a story of masculine
heroism.

As we shall also see, terror is central to the narrative of “The Armed Citi-
zen,” creating an undefined and diffuse sense of fear for the column’s model
reader: American, male gun owners. By a terror-filled narrative, I mean a
story that “creates an uncertain reality in which an unstable interplay of truth
and illusion becomes a phantasmic social force” (Taussig 1987:121). The
observed analytical relationship between masculinity, terror, and heroism in
this study can thus be understood dynamically: “The Armed Citizen” tells a
story of inherent vulnerability while at the same time providing seemingly
concrete examples of NRA members overcoming terror-filled threats in
heroic fashion. The terror present within the bounds of “The Armed Citizen”
creates the rhetorical opportunity for NRA members to achieve their mascu-
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linity heroically. This narrative, I argue, aims to motivate NRA membership
to become active, heroic, and (in turn) masculine citizens who will defend the
Second Amendment.

THE NRA: A BRIEF HISTORY

Chad Lewis answered a knock at the door of his Sacramento County, Calif.,
home late one night and was attacked by a frightening figure. The home
invader, wearing a ski mask and armed with a metal pipe, struck Lewis repeat-
edly on the upper body and head. Lewis’ roommate was recovering from knee
surgery and could not physically assist him, but managed to call 9-1-1 and get
hold of his rifle, as he feared Lewis would be killed in the attack. Meanwhile,
Lewis broke free from his assailant and retrieved a handgun from his bedroom.
A struggle ensued over the gun, but Lewis was finally able to pull free and
shoot his attacker. When authorities arrived, both Lewis and the intruder were
taken to the hospital. Lewis’condition was serious, and his attacker was in criti-
cal condition with a gunshot wound to the head.

—National Rifle Association (2003)

The NRA has changed significantly over the years. The organization has
gone through four historical phases that can be distinguished by the NRA’s
evolving interests. They are military marksmanship (ca. 1861 to 1871), civil-
ian competition (ca. 1872 to 1962), nonvocal defender of shooters’ interests
(ca. 1963 to 1976), and politically mobilized social movement (1977 to pres-
ent) (Leddy 1987).

The NRA exists as a direct result of the American Civil War (Leddy
1987:55). The number of capable marksmen in the Confederate Army was
disproportionately higher than the number in the Union Army, for reasons
including the differences between agrarian and urban lifestyles. People who
lived on southern farms were far more familiar and capable with rifles than
those who lived in northern cities. Combined with the realization that long-
range weaponry was the future of combat, this notable difference between
the abilities of soldiers in the North and the South led to the formation of a
military marksmanship club in the United States on the basis of the NRA of
Great Britain (Leddy 1987:60).

Decades later, the NRA entered into its second historical period, in the
form of an organizational body that regulated civilian and international
shooting competitions (Leddy 1987). Apolitical in its mission and stimulated
by a spike in enthusiasm for shooting competitions “throughout the western
hemisphere” (Leddy 1987:61), the NRA grew exponentially during and fol-
lowing both world wars and the Great Depression as the organization focused
its efforts on hunting, outdoor activities, and marksmanship.

The NRA’s third historical phase began suddenly on November 22, 1963.
President John F. Kennedy’s assassination sparked an intense public cam-
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paign against firearms and in turn the NRA. Martin Luther King Jr. and Rob-
ert Kennedy’s assassinations only compounded these pressures. The NRA’s
response, however, was anything but vocal. Keeping a low profile from 1964
to 1977, the NRA did not lobby, nor did it respond to many of the public’s
attacks on its organization or the topic of gun control. During the most dog-
ged of years, the NRA even considered becoming a conservation or environ-
mental group (Leddy 1987:92).

The ambiguity cleared at the 1977 annual meeting in Cincinnati, Ohio.
Harlon Carter became president of the organization and filled his administra-
tion with politically fervent NRA members. He made defending the right of
every American citizen to keep and bear arms the NRA’s primary mission
(Davidson 1998). The NRA quickly became a social movement (Leddy
1987; Patrick 2003). Within six years, the organization had doubled in size to
2.6 million members (and was increasing at a rate of three thousand members
a week), had gained the intimate support of President Ronald Reagan, and
had radically increased the size of its then newly established Institute for
Legislative Action (ILA), the NRA’s lobbying arm (Davidson 1998). Becom-
ing more recognizable by its unwavering dedication to defending the Second
Amendment, the NRA continued to cultivate its public image through hyper-
bolic rhetoric. To quote Charlton Heston at the 1990 annual meeting in St.
Louis, Missouri, “You can have my gun when you can pry it loose from my
cold, dead hands!”

THE ARMED CITIZEN:
TERROR AS AN AMERICAN PREDICAMENT

On her 52nd birthday Kathryn Cleckler of Selma, Ala., was awakened in the
early morning hours by the sounds of an intruder trying to break in the front
door of her mobile home. She managed to dial 911 just as the man entered, and
when the man rushed toward her, she drew a pistol and shot him. Cleckler ran
from the house; her attacker followed but collapsed not far from the trailer.

—National Rifle Association (1989)

To the NRA, especially in its latest historical manifestation as a social
movement, “The Armed Citizen” has always been proof text. The column
provides real-life examples of law-abiding gun owners who have used fire-
arms to defend their person, property, and/or family from perpetrators of all
shapes and sizes. In turn, the column proves for NRA members that without
the right to keep and bear arms, American citizens remain vulnerable to irra-
tional, nameless, and faceless threats that can (at any moment) penetrate their
most familiar of spaces (bedrooms, bathrooms, churches, work areas, etc.)
and terrorize their closest of family and friends (grandchildren, mothers, best
friends, boyfriends, grandmothers, etc.).
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“The Armed Citizen,” ultimately, tells a story of inherent vulnerability
within the American context as well as heroic, masculine triumph. The story
is powerful. Yet before turning to the column’s rhetorical effects (namely, its
ability to teach NRA members how to achieve masculinity), it is important to
fully understand the structural characteristics of “The Armed Citizen,” as
well as its ability to present terror as an American predicament.

The column has not changed in any significant ways over the past 80
years, even amid substantial shifts in both American history and the history
of the NRA. Admittedly, editors have adjusted the column to fit its historical
context, but these alterations have been primarily topical. For example, dur-
ing the Great Depression, the NRA allotted more space in its official publica-
tions for “The Armed Citizen” because of the era’s spike in armed robberies
(Patrick 2003), serving as a reminder that firearms could be used for more
than just competition. Decades later, amid the assassinations of John F. Ken-
nedy, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr., editors of the column
avoided publishing incidents that involved people actually being killed from
gunshots, for fear of being too polemical or insensitive (Patrick 2003). Yet for
the most part, the episodes published over the past eight decades are nearly
identical to one another. An incident published in “The Armed Citizen” in
1958, for example, is virtually indistinguishable from one published in 1998.

One reason for this narrative constancy is that the events reported in “The
Armed Citizen” are based on much longer articles from national and local
newspapers and are edited for reasons of style and space. The steadiness of
journalistic writing style combined with the editorial control of re-reporting
already reported events results in each published incident sharing the same
cohesive structure. Written as if from a recipe, each report from the 1920s to
today contains three narrative moments. They are, in this order, (1) a sudden,
violent threat; (2) a desperate, seemingly hopeless struggle; and (3) a heroic,
law-abiding victory. One example reads,

Harry Thompson was awakened as two of his children leaped across his bed,
terrified. “Daddy, there are two men climbing into our room,” one said.
Thompson picked up a handgun and confronted one burglar who, despite a
warning shot, came at him until the homeowner wounded him and held him for
police. Thompson said he is disabled after being mugged seven times in four
years. (National Rifle Association 1986b)

The formulaic structure of “The Armed Citizen,” in addition, contains
only three character types. They are (1) the perpetrator, (2) the victim, and (3)
the hero. The category of “the perpetrator” even fits nicely into a three-part
typology. There is (1) the armed burglar, (2) the violent maniac, and (3) the
wild animal. And, although the perpetrator does come in different shapes and
sizes, each and every manifestation is irrational, nameless, and faceless.
There is, for example, the masked bandit who interrupted choir practice in
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Louisville, Kentucky, with a double-barrel shotgun (National Rifle Associa-
tion 1996), the knife-wielding drug addict who ripped through an unsuspect-
ing camper’s tent in Modesto, California (National Rifle Association 1974),
and the escaped male African lion that terrorized the good people of
Montgomery, Alabama (National Rifle Association 2001).

Perpetrators within “The Armed Citizen” are also always anonymous and
without context. They attack at moments when people are at their most vul-
nerable: while, for instance, bathing, opening presents on Christmas morn-
ing, or praying in church. Perpetrators also have no decency, no order, and no
self-restraint. They are unpredictable. Sometimes, the result is slightly comi-
cal. For instance, an Alabama resident was quoted in the column as saying,

I had my pants in one hand and a pistol in the other and I was buck naked. All I
could see was that he was coming at me with a gun and I wasn’t going to let him
get me. (National Rifle Association 1994)

Other times, the setting is unthinkably horrific, like the graphically narrated
attempted rape of an 81-year-old Michigan woman in her own bed (National
Rifle Association 1997). As we shall see, perpetrators depicted in the terror-
filled narratives of “The Armed Citizen,” however, are instrumental in turn-
ing ordinary gun owners from all walks of life into potential victims and
eventually masculine heroes.

Women, children, the elderly, the handicapped, and family men fill the
interrelated ranks of “victim” and “hero” within the bounds of “The Armed
Citizen.” A careful content analysis shows that 73 percent of victims and
eventual heroes within the column are not “hegemonically” male, which is
defined here as someone other than an ostensibly healthy male between the
ages of 20 and 50.3 The vast majority of victims and subsequent masculine
heroes are classically “vulnerable” or “at risk” by virtue of their age, health,
and/or gender. Yet within “The Armed Citizen,” guns make the difference
between remaining a victim and becoming a masculine hero. One more
example reads,

The 58-year-old Garden Grove, Calif., homeowner, crippled by emphysema,
looked like an easy target. But even though the man was dependent on an oxy-
gen bottle, he managed to grab a pistol and kill the burglar who crawled in his
kitchen window. (National Rifle Association 1986a)

Further emphasizing the message of “The Armed Citizen” that anyone—
the young, women, and the handicapped—can be a victim and a hero is the
fact that the column reports incidents from all fifty states and the District of
Columbia. Small towns, big cities, and seemingly peaceful suburbs from all
across the United States are forever at risk. Perpetrators know no boundaries.
The NRA, moreover, makes it quite clear that the incidents reported in “The
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Armed Citizen” are anything but anomalies. Rather, they represent the tip of
an ominous and omnipresent iceberg within the American context, one that
Americans ignore at their own risk. NRA literature reads,

During the decades the American Rifleman has published “The Armed Citi-
zen” column, thousands of incidents of law-abiding Americans using firearms
to halt or prevent crime have appeared in the magazine. Editorial space allow-
ing, the total could have been far greater of course, as award-winning survey
research shows that each year in the U.S. gun owners use firearms for protec-
tion as frequently as 2.5 million times. (National Rifle Association, Institute
for Legislative Action 2005b)

“The Armed Citizen” implies that the threat is real as well as amorphous; it is
everywhere and radically unpredictable; it does not discriminate by way of
age, sex, or ability yet does appear to assault those who are least capable of
defending themselves. Everyone is a potential victim at any given moment.
The column’s longevity, constancy, and air of timelessness demonstrate to
NRA membership that terror is an American predicament. Guns, however,
enable individuals to resist their victimness, become emboldened heroes,
defend their loved ones, and take back their homes as well as their sense of
personal security.

THE STORIES THAT ARMED CITIZENS TELL:
SOME CONSIDERATIONS

Pat Tunstall had repeatedly called police to complain about a man who had
chased her and her daughter down a street with a club, threatening to kill them.
Finally, the man broke into the Tunstall home, shouting that he was “going to
kill everyone in the house,” including four children and two grandchildren.
When the intruder tried to grab a .22 rifle from one of the children, it fired, hit-
ting him in the chest and putting him to rout.

—National Rifle Association (1981)

“The Armed Citizen,” on closer inspection, is actually not as seamless as it
first appears, and neither is the terror that it presumes. The narrative structure
of “The Armed Citizen” is formulaic but not without inconsistencies: logical
cracks and pressure points. In fact, the NRA’s seemingly ageless story of ter-
ror within the American context is full of narrative hiccups that exist as entry
points into the not-so-simple fact that “The Armed Citizen” does not prove
much at all but rather produces for its membership a politically potent dis-
course that braids terror into and through masculinity in the hopes of con-
structing a narrative of biblical proportion.

As noted above, the NRA claims that “award-winning” survey research
posits that U.S. gun owners use firearms for protection as frequently as 2.5
million times a year. Yet the NRA publishes no more than 150 annually in

464 MEN AND MASCULINITIES / April 2007



“The Armed Citizen.” The stark contrast in numbers begs the question, How
does the NRA select the incidents it publishes? Is the selection process ran-
dom? “The Armed Citizen,” moreover, reports incidents from all 50 states,
including the District of Columbia, in locales that range from the urban to the
rural, in areas commonly considered safe (Iowa) as well as dangerous (New
York City). The column, however, references incidents in some geographic
regions much more often than others. Over the past 25 years, “The Armed
Citizen,” for example, has reported the most incidents from California (410
times), Florida (310 times), Texas (250 times), New York (176 times), and
Pennsylvania (165 times) and the least from the District of Columbia (5
times), Hawaii (1 time), North Dakota (6 times), and South Dakota (6 time).4

Is the discrepancy by chance, especially considering that the numbers in no
way match any relationship between population, gun ownership, and crime
rates? Also, over the past 25 years, the NRA has published 3,759 incidents in
“The Armed Citizen.” As mentioned earlier, 2,744 of the incidents (73 per-
cent) have involved women, children, the handicapped, and the elderly as
both victims and eventual heroes. Returning to the NRA’s own statistics, does
this mean that 73 percent of the 2.5 million annual incidents of U.S. gun own-
ers protecting themselves with firearms involve women, children, the handi-
capped, and the elderly?

These questions are meant to denaturalize “The Armed Citizen.” They
collectively ask, Does the column indeed present its membership with the
American predicament that it purports to deliver? Questions of content selec-
tion, editorial authority, and poetic license quickly suggest that “The Armed
Citizen” is not actually proof text, strictly speaking. This is not to say that the
incidents reported are false. There is in fact absolutely no reason to believe
that any of the reported incidents did not actually occur. The important ques-
tion is not one of veracity; rather, it revolves around what these stories allow
the NRA to do.

“The Armed Citizen” allows the NRA to construct a terror-filled narrative
by selecting incidents of self-defense from the nation’s news, re-reporting
them within association with a “scientifically objective” institute (the NRA-
ILA), and publishing them in the full glare of America’s political landscape.
The NRA’s construction of terror thus allows heroic masculinity to be the
NRA’s response to the very threat that it produces, a masculinity that is
incredibly effective in its ability to mobilize the NRA’s overwhelmingly male
membership to defend the Second Amendment.

THE ARMED CITIZEN AND THE ACTIVE MAKING
AND MAINTAINING OF MASCULINITY

A would-be rapist started the year off on the wrong foot when he attempted to
rape an armed West Hartford, Connecticut, woman as she walked home early
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on New Year’s Day. Dragging the woman into the bushes, pinning her to the
ground, and forcibly removing part of her clothing, the attacker refused to heed
the woman’s words when she tried to reason with him to stop. Her licensed
derringer did what words failed to. A single gunshot wound to the chest ended
the attack as the man staggered into the road and collapsed. He died later in a
hospital. The woman was not charged in the incident.

—National Rifle Association (1995)

Masculinity is a central, defining identity that the NRA presents to its
membership through multiple mediums: official NRA publications, speeches,
print-based media, Web pages, film, commercial, television and radio pro-
gramming, and so on. It is a masculinity that comes to the fore, for example,
in images of Charlton Heston with a raised musket, well-dressed policy
wonks on the steps of Congress, and camouflaged hunters bearing semiauto-
matic weapons in one hand and fresh kill in the other. These hegemonic
images embody for the NRA a “currently accepted” strategy to what it means
to be masculine, at the same time containing a positive correlation between a
masculinated cultural ideal and institutionalized power (Connell 1995:77).
These images are what cultural anthropologists call “dominant symbols”
(Turner 1967) or “core symbols” (Schneider 1968); they effectively associate
manly virtues (strength, courage, power, bravery, independence, and suc-
cess) with the NRA itself. Leddy (1987) notes,

If the NRA were to portray itself as a symbolic person, he would be a pioneer
heading west with a rifle. He is self-reliant, morally strong, and competent. He
is also peaceful by preference but ready to defend himself from attack. He
believes in personal rather than collective responsibility. He is not against gov-
ernment but sees its role as subordinate and supplementary to individual per-
sonal efforts. He opposes arbitrary abuse of government power but is openly
patriotic. (P. 29)

“The Armed Citizen,” like the NRA’s other rhetorical projects, contributes
to the organization’s construction of its own hegemonic masculinity, to the
vision of the NRA member as a westward-heading, self-reliant pioneer
defending both property and person. Yet unlike images of Heston, policy
wonks, and hunters, “The Armed Citizen” contributes to the construction of
the NRA’s hegemonic masculinity through the use of glaringly a-masculine
character types. As mentioned above, 73 percent of the victims and eventual
heroes within “The Armed Citizen” are children, women, the elderly, or the
handicapped.

The NRA’s use of a-masculine character types to contribute to the construc-
tion of its otherwise hegemonic masculinity is itself a paradox (within the
larger gun-control paradox mentioned earlier) that begs two questions: (1)
Why would and (2) how could the NRA use a-masculine characters to contrib-
ute to the construction of its hegemonic masculinity? Five answers to these
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questions, detailed below, demonstrate the NRA’s rhetorically constructed,
terror-filled, and deeply masculine narrative, which ultimately encourages its
members to defend the U.S. Constitution’s Second Amendment.

First, the NRA’s use of a-masculine character types to contribute to the
construction of its hegemonic masculinity returns to the NRA’s own produc-
tion of terror as an ever present, unbiased, American predicament. Abso-
lutely no one is safe. Each and every American citizen can become a victim at
any given moment. Guns, as the story goes, are terror’s only antidote. Sec-
ond, the story of a-masculine individuals becoming manly heroes within the
bounds of “The Armed Citizen” communicates to NRA members that mas-
culinity is something achieved through action and that masculinity itself is an
active and vigilant identity. In most other arenas, gender is often understood
as something natural; the NRA, however, gives little to no impression that it
understands its hegemonic masculinity as something with which we are all
born. The NRA naturalizes terror and our God-given right to freedom; mas-
culinity, however, is something fought for and achieved in spite of terror’s
ever present threat to our safety. Thus, depicting women, children, the
elderly, and the handicapped as manly heroes within “The Armed Citizen”
demonstrates to NRA members that anyone can be masculine, just as anyone
can be a victim. To be masculine, however, you must act.

Third, the NRA’s use of a-masculine character types in its construction of
hegemonic masculinity speaks to the balancing act required to both engineer
and maintain masculinities (Viefhues 2004). The NRA attempts to accom-
plish three things through “The Armed Citizen”: (1) produce a threat, (2)
contribute to the NRA’s hegemonic masculinity, and (3) maintain that same
masculinity. This becomes particularly difficult when read in light of a rela-
tional understanding of masculinity. As mentioned above, masculinity is not
a monolithic system but a configuration of practices within a system of gen-
der relations (Connell 1995:84). There exist multiple masculinities that func-
tion in relation to one another. Yet the NRA, when read from this relational
understanding of masculinity, cannot logically portray its image of hege-
monic masculinity as a victim (and in turn an eventual hero) within “The
Armed Citizen,” because victimizing hegemonic masculinity (at the very
least) confuses the NRA’s relational world of masculinities. Hegemonic mas-
culinity, if victimized, mimics the structure and function of subordinated
masculinities, which renders hegemonic masculinity unhegemonic. Conse-
quently, Charlton Heston, policy wonks, and skilled hunters, to name but a
few, cannot be the victims within “The Armed Citizen” for fear that they
would no longer be regarded as the NRA’s most accomplished and celebrated
leaders, scholars, and sportsmen. Thus, one reason the NRA makes 73 per-
cent of the victims (and eventual heroes) depicted in “The Armed Citizen”
children, women, the elderly, and the handicapped is because they are the
only character types who can actually be victimized without compromising
the NRA’s already established hegemonic masculinity.
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Fourth, the NRA’s use of a-masculine character types in its construction of
hegemonic masculinity allows “The Armed Citizen” to be read as a parable,
as the NRA’s own version of the biblical story of David and Goliath. The bib-
lical story is familiar and often cited by the NRA’s overwhelmingly Christian
leadership and membership, mostly because it accurately captures how the
NRA understands itself within the American context. For example, the para-
ble was invoked in Colorado over a ballot measure that would require all gun
show sellers to perform criminal background checks on potential buyers. In
response to the heated struggle, Aimee Rathburn, a local NRA affiliate, was
quoted as saying, “We’re delighted that the NRA is coming into help us fight
this ballot initiative because the opposition has Handgun Control [Inc., a
Washington, D.C.–based lobby] and [philanthropist] George Soros. . . .
We’ve been sort of David against Goliath here” (Crowder 2000).

The biblical story of David and Goliath—the spindly shepherd called by
God to do battle with and ultimately defeat a great Philistine giant—is also
easily read and reread within the bounds of “The Armed Citizen.” As the
story goes, David, a young, untrained boy armed with only a slingshot (1
Sam. 17:28-40) fights for his own life and the life of his family against an
unimaginable threat (1 Sam. 17:4-11). The actual story even reads like a pub-
lished incident in “The Armed Citizen”5:

When the Philistine [Goliath] drew nearer to meet David, David ran quickly
toward the battle line to meet the Philistine. David put his hand in his bag, took
out a stone, slung it, and struck the Philistine on his forehead; the stone sank
into his forehead, and he fell face down on the ground. (1 Sam. 17:48-49)

These resonances between “The Armed Citizen” and the biblical story of
David and Goliath further emphasize the NRA’s message that unlikely candi-
dates can indeed become not only heroes but also heroically masculine. Just
as David’s boyish features made him an unexpected mode of biblical mascu-
linity (Boyarin 1997), so too do the age, sex, and health of the heroes of “The
Armed Citizen” make them unexpected (but nevertheless real) modes of the
NRA’s masculinity. It is a victim’s ability to overcome his or her threat
through manly action that allows him or her to achieve masculinity within the
NRA’s worldview. Anyone can be a threat, and as long as he or she acts,
anyone can be masculine.

The line of analysis here that makes possible a connection between hero-
ism and masculinity within the context of “The Armed Citizen” draws on
scholarship that rightly understands the historical production of “the citizen”
as itself masculine in character (Pateman 1988). Alongside the historical fact
that full citizenship rights were held by only men until only recently, the sol-
dier also has long provided the template for the ideal imagined citizen: a sym-
bolic construction that we see naturalized in “The Armed Citizen.” Not only
is the soldier male, but his manliness is also heroic: active, responsible,
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strong, and vigilant. Thus, the linkages that exist between masculinity, hero-
ism, and citizenship for the NRA are both diffuse and pronounced, easy to
miss as well as glaringly present. Narratives of struggle in “The Armed Citi-
zen” aim to demonstrate to its overwhelmingly male readership that heroic
action defines the good citizen, a masculine category itself that is vigilant,
responsible, and strong.

Fifth, “The Armed Citizen,” when read alongside the story of David and
Goliath, also allows the NRA to interpret itself within the American political
system as constantly amid a life-and-death struggle of its own. The practice
of publishing and republishing “The Armed Citizen” alongside news reports
that pit the NRA against the larger and more powerful American public illus-
trates rather effectively to its membership that the NRA is itself a David
called by God to do battle against its own Goliath. I argue that it is for this rea-
son that “The Armed Citizen” references incidents from California, Texas,
New York, Florida, and Pennsylvania more than any other states. These states
exist as the NRA’s own battlegrounds because they have NRA populations
larger than any other states in the union as well as continued debates on gun
ownership. This biblically gendered dramatization of the NRA’s political
struggle ultimately allows NRA members to mobilize against incredible
threats and, in doing so, achieve masculinity. How? As we will see in the next
and final section, aside from actually defending their person, property, and/or
family from burglars, maniacs, and wild animals through the lawful use of
firearms, NRA members, day to day, are encouraged to fight against the
NRA’s Goliath (the American court system) through NRA-promoted cul-
tural practices, such as voting, letter writing, and petitioning.

By using a-masculine character types to construct the NRA’s hegemonic
masculinity, “The Armed Citizen” reiterates that terror is an American pre-
dicament, a particularly relevant notion in today’s post-9/11 context. This
strategy also articulates that masculinity is achieved through action and
maintains the NRA’s already established (yet forever fragile) hegemonic
masculinity. Finally, this narrative establishes that the NRA is itself in
the midst of a struggle of biblical proportion, like David and Goliath. As the
next section explains, the stories that “The Armed Citizen” tells encourages
terror- and gender-motivated practices that ultimately contribute to defend-
ing and broadening the Second Amendment in spite of extraordinary public
opposition.

FROM DISCOURSE TO PRACTICE:
MAKING MASCULINITY THROUGH

NRA-ENCOURAGED PRACTICES

Stopped for a red light, Laura Huntington of Woodstock, Ga., suddenly found
herself with an extra passenger in the car—a man holding a razor to her throat.
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Following his directions, Huntington stopped the car on command, and seizing
the moment, pulled her revolver. Her assailant wisely decided to flee. “I had
already made up my mind I was going to use it,” she said.

—National Rife Association (1992)

The NRA’s media-driven narrative is expansive and complicatedly inter-
twined. “The Armed Citizen” is but one node in an impressively detailed web
of print-based and Internet-accessed NRA material. Expanding the scope of
this investigation even slightly beyond the bounds of “The Armed Citizen”
lets in a flood of texts, images, and sound bites from innumerable directions.
“The Armed Citizen,” however, should not be understood as a column read in
isolation but one moment in an otherwise circuitous string of NRA-produced
and distributed images and texts. The many other discourses that frame “The
Armed Citizen” are critically important to understanding how this column
ultimately contributes to the mobilization of NRA members. Of particular
interest are what can be understood as “action-based discourses” that begin
where “The Armed Citizen” ends: activities that allow NRA members to
actually engage in a political struggle for the right to keep and bear arms.

Because of the NRA’s increasing use of the World Wide Web as a tool for
mobilization, this investigation now turns to the NRA-ILA’s Web site (http://
www.nraila.org). This Web site is the current online home of “The Armed
Citizen” as well as the column’s interactive archive of all published incidents
from “The Armed Citizen” as far back as 1958. This site is also one of the
many online spaces at which an NRA member can access the organization’s
Action Center: an Internet index that allows members to sign up for NRA e-
mail updates, write their legislative representatives, and get involved in NRA
activities within their immediate neighborhoods. The electronic proximity
between “The Armed Citizen” and the NRA’s Action Center at the Web site is
our final point of departure and, ultimately, this investigation’s conclusion.

The NRA-ILA is “committed to preserving the right of all law-abiding
individuals to purchase, possess and use firearms for legitimate purposes as
guaranteed by the Second Amendment to the U.S. Constitution” (National
Rifle Association, Institute for Legislative Action 2005a). To this end, the
Web site encourages the involvement of NRA members through many of the
above-mentioned activities. These actions are not new or unusual for single-
issue organizations dependent on grassroots volunteer efforts such as the
NRA. The language used to frame these activities, however, is telling. The
NRA’s action-based discourse parallels the rhetorical flare of “The Armed
Citizen” and can be read in turn as encouraging NRA members to engage in
the very life-and-death struggles that “The Armed Citizen” itself depicts.
This narrative produces terror as an American predicament, a cosmological
predicament that enables NRA members to achieve masculinity through cul-
tural practices without ever having to actually come under physical attack.
The NRA’s action-based discourse already positions NRA members as
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victims who are under attack from a seemingly unthinkable threat; the politi-
cal actions allow members to fight a threat as well as achieve their own mas-
culinity. While “The Armed Citizen” primes NRA members, the NRA’s Web
site itself ensures that the ability to act is possible.

The language of “defense” and “attack” is the most striking correlation
between the NRA’s action-based discourse and “The Armed Citizen.” With
regard to signing up for weekly NRA e-mail updates, the NRA-ILA Web site
reads, “It may be the most important couple of minutes you’ll spend in
defense of your Second Amendment rights” (National Rifle Association,
Institute for Legislative Action 2005c, emphasis added). Next to this mes-
sage is a link to an NRA “Action Alert” that reads, “Representative Tiahrt
Under Attack For Protecting Our Rights!” (National Rifle Association, Insti-
tute for Legislative Action 2004, emphasis added). With regard to voting,
another page reads, “By utilizing www.NRA.HelpingAmericansVote.org,
you are taking the first and most important step in defending our Second
Amendment rights this election season—registering to vote” (emphasis
added). Information on volunteering for the NRA reads,

There are a number of ways you can take on a more active role in the defense of
the Second Amendment in your own community. . . . NRA-ILA FrontLinesTM

[for example] is comprised of NRA-ILA’s most dedicated volunteers who
work vigorously at the local, state, and federal levels to defend our Second
Amendment rights. FrontLines is not for the faint of heart. Only those pro-
freedom activists who pledge their regular assistance when called to action are
enrolled. . . . Enroll today, and begin working with us tomorrow in defense of
the Second Amendment. (National Rifle Association, Institute for Legislative
Action 2005d, emphasis added)

All of this language intersects nicely with the metanarrative of “The
Armed Citizen” of being in the middle of a battle, being under attack. It also
meshes with the NRA’s most visible talking points. Charlton Heston, in a
series of speeches presented in 1999 and 2000, understood the American
context as amid a cultural war of biblical proportions. One sound bite that
reoccurred in five of his speeches reads,

As I pondered our visit tonight it struck me: If my Creator gave me the gift to
connect you with the hearts and minds of those great men [e.g., Abraham Lin-
coln, George Washington, Martin Luther King Jr., and Mahatma Gandhi], then
I want to use that same gift now to re-connect you with your own sense of lib-
erty . . . your own freedom of thought . . . your own compass for what is right.

Dedicating the memorial at Gettysburg, Abraham Lincoln said of America,
“We are now engaged in a great Civil War, testing whether this nation or any
nation so conceived and so dedicated can long endure.”

Those words are true again. I believe that we are again engaged in a great
civil war, a cultural war that’s about to hijack your birthright to think and say
what resides in your heart. I fear you no longer trust the pulsing lifeblood of lib-
erty inside you . . . the stuff that made this country rise from wilderness into the
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miracle that it is. (National Rifle Association, Institute for Legislative Action
2005e)

Heston’s speech freezes the NRA and its membership in the moment of
being under attack. The battle is happening now. “The Armed Citizen” hints
to NRA membership how the story ends: with manly, heroic victory. “The
Armed Citizen” also makes it clear that the struggle will be difficult. The
NRA’s action-based discourse, however, allows NRA members to enter the
struggle: It gives them clearly delineated tasks that, if they are up for the con-
tinued challenge, will yield them a hard-earned victory: their masculinity and
a return to what Heston understands as their birthright, liberty and freedom.

This message is the very message that “The Armed Citizen” communi-
cates to NRA members. NRA members must prepare themselves to defend
their person, property, and family against irrational, faceless, and nameless
threats, which (if given the chance) would undoubtedly sneak into the homes
of NRA members without warning and take their guns from their “cold, dead
hands.” It is this sentiment, this terror-filled and deeply masculine world-
view, that contributes to the NRA’s ability to broaden and secure the right to
keep and bear arms against extraordinary public opposition.

To conclude, it is certain that the NRA trades on the “winds of journalistic
intolerance” to strengthen and maintain its group identity and in turn to
strengthen and maintain the NRA’s ability to defend the right to own and bear
arms (Patrick 2003:106). Yet the NRA is also quite active. As this analysis
has sought to establish, the NRA’s own construction and manipulation of ter-
ror and masculinity through columns such as “The Armed Citizen” also
allows the NRA to generate a little wind on its own.

NOTES

1. Ninety percent favor requiring that serial numbers on guns be tamper resistant; 82 percent
support requiring a police permit before a gun can be purchased; 81 percent want both a back-
ground check and a five-day waiting period before a handgun may be purchased; 80 percent en-
dorse the mandatory registration of handguns, and 61 percent also favor the mandatory registra-
tion of long guns (rifles and shotguns); 80 percent endorse restricting handgun purchases to those
aged 21 and older; 79 percent favor requiring background checks for sales between private indi-
viduals; 73 percent believe that the sale of handgun ammunition should be regulated in the same
way as the sale of handguns; 70 percent agree that “the government should do everything it can to
keep handguns out of the hands of criminals, even if it means that it will be harder for law-abiding
citizens to purchase handguns”; 71 percent are willing to pay more taxes to increase police pa-
trols to reduce gun injuries; 69 percent want imported guns that cannot be bought by citizens in
their countries of origin to be excluded from the American market, and 55 percent favor banning
the importation of all civilian firearms; 67 percent want to ban the sale of all high-capacity gun
magazines; 66 percent back the idea that all handgun owners should at least be licensed and
trained in the use of their weapons; 56 percent favor allowing concealed-carry permits only
for those with special needs, such as private detectives; and 54 to 58 percent want a ban on
the domestic manufacture of “small, easily concealed, and inexpensive handguns” (National
Opinion Research Center 1999).
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2. With regard to the demographic composition of the NRA’s membership, very little is
known. Through correspondences with the NRA’s public relations office, it was made clear to me
that statistics on membership are not collected. I was advised to rely on the demographic compo-
sition of registered hunters. Although this approach does not yield hard numbers, it does suggest
that the NRA membership is upward of 93% male, depending on the state.

3. My method for the content analysis was straightforward. I took each of the incidents one at
a time and marked whether the victim or hero was male and then whether that male victim or hero
was hegemonic. Because the columns usually flatten race, class, and sexuality, it became diffi-
cult to account for either in my calculations.

4. The NRA continually publishes reports, so the exact numbers are continually changing.
The numbers used here have been updated as of September 1, 2004.

5. It also is important to note the ways that the battle between David and Goliath is not like the
stories found in “The Armed Citizen.” The struggle, to begin, was set up as a battle between two
strongmen as stand-ins for the armies. In the biblical story, the king also promises his daughter
and great wealth to the man who takes away the shame of Israel. In the actual story of David and
Goliath, there is no faceless threat, no sudden surprise in the privacy of their homes, but an open
battle, a fearful king, and a strong enemy. Yet the ways in which the battle of David and Goliath is
invoked within the American context and within the bounds of the NRA are akin to the rhetorical
style of “The Armed Citizen.”
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