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I am writ ing this the day after the day after a barely 
clothed and probably unhinged young man with an 
AR-15 shot up a Waff le House in Nashville, 
Tennessee, kil l ing four people and wounding more. 
Two things stood out in this otherwise 
all-too-ordinary story. One is the young black man, 
James Shaw, Jr., who wrestled the AR-15 from the 
shooter, preventing many more deaths and injuries. 
He is remarkable because he insisted he wasn?t a 
hero, but a man acting out of concern for his own life. 
If  this shooter was going to take his life, he would 
have to ?work for it.? The other striking part of the 
story is that because of his trespassing at the White 
House, the police had confiscated the shooter?s four 
weapons, including the AR-15. These were later 
given to the shooter?s father, who has admitted that 
he gave them back to his son. I am waiting for the 
interview where the father explains this as an act 
supported by the Second Amendment. 

This is, of course, the familiar refrain at the 
slightest mention of gun control. But just exactly 
what does it mean? The Second Amendment is short 
and not clear. The text itself  is not enough. We all 
need to understand more. And that is the purpose of 
Michael Waldman?s The Second Amendment: A 
Biography. The tit le is apt because Waldman, the 
president of the Brennan Center for Justice at NYU 
School of Law, really does tell us the story of the 
?life? of the Second Amendment. It is a complicated 
life journey, to be sure. 

Waldman starts with an examination of the role of 
milit ias in colonial America, the delicate negotiations 
required to balance the power of a new national 
government and the rights of the states, and the 
compromise with advocates of state milit ias that 
became the largely ignored Second Amendment. He 

notes how the life of the amendment is affected by 
the country?s history: The Fourteenth Amendment 
worked to get guns to freed slaves. The violence on 
the western frontier and the rise of organized crime 
in the Prohibit ion era led to the f irst federal 
restrictions on guns. And he notes that the Supreme 
Court ruled four separate times against a 
constitutional right to own a gun. 

This changed in the 1970?s with conservative 
backlash against the activism of the 1960?s and the 
radicalization of the NRA, which has its own 
remarkable life story. Waldman analyzes how the 
discourse around the Second Amendment changed 
with the rise of the NRA and the conservative justices 
asserting the doctrine of ?Originalism?, which 
Waldman sees as a ?reverence for the ?text? that can 
be just a pretext for a particular point of view? (xiv). 
The Heller case, which changed long-standing legal 
decisions, was decided in 2008. So the legal basis for 
individual gun rights is only ten years old. 

In the f inal section, ?The Right of the People?, 
Waldman argues that if  the conservative right could 
change understanding of the Second Amendment, 
progressive advocates could do the same, but only 
by focusing with ?equal intensity on changing the 
public mind? (175). It requires a long view, and if  you 
can?t read Waldman?s book in its entirety, it is worth 
reading this f inal chapter. And then getting to work. 

Library news  

Our f inal l ibrary table of the spring will be on May 
6th. Stop by the Parish Hall and look for some 
summer reading. 


