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SOC 384: 

THE SOCIOLOGY OF GUNS 
Spring 2019 

Wednesday, 3:30-6:00 pm, 10 Kirby Hall 
 

Instructor: David Yamane, Professor of Sociology 
Contact Information: 004F Kirby Hall, 336/758-3260, yamaned@wfu.edu 
Office Hours: Fridays, 12:30pm – 1:30pm, and by appointment 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Guns often have a spectacular presence in 
the American imagination, from the Colt .45 
“Peacemaker” to the Tommy Gun to George 
Zimmerman to Parkland High School to the 
American sniper Chris Kyle. Guns are also a 
part of everyday life in communities across 
the country. They are used as tools of 
criminal violence and self-defense, and are 
one of the most commonly owned pieces of 
sporting equipment in the United States. 
 
Clearly, guns are an important part of 
American society and culture. With more 
than 300,000,000 guns held by private 
citizens and a Constitutional amendment 
associated with gun ownership, the 
possession, regulation, meaning, and use of 
firearms reaches into important realms of 
American society, including: civil rights and 
liberties, identity and culture, crime and 
violence, public health and personal safety, 
and even sport and leisure. 
 
This course explores the multifaceted role 
guns play in the U.S. from a sociological 
perspective, including the prevalence and distribution of guns, lawful possession and 
use of firearms, gun crime and injuries, and a special topic of mass homicide. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES AND ASSESSMENT 
 
If you engage this course thoughtfully and with commitment, by the end of the 
semester you will achieve the following learning objectives: 
 
Learning Objective Method of Assessment 
(1) Better understand the multifaceted role 
guns play in the U.S., including the history 
and legalities, and the everyday uses and 
abuses. Relatedly, you will be able to 
approach the issue of guns in society in a 
scholarly – that is, objective and nuanced – 
manner from a sociological perspective. 
 

(1) Firearms Course Field Trip, Major Writing 
Assignment, Class Participation 
 
 

(2) Better understand your personal beliefs 
about guns, including scrutinizing your own 
relationship to guns so as to make informed 
choices about your own participation with 
and the place of guns in the communities in 
which you live. 
 

(2)  Field Trip Reflection Essay, Final 
Reflection Essay 

(3) Have begun to develop an attitude and 
the tools necessary to cultivate your 
sociological imagination with respect to guns 
for the rest of your life. 
 

(3) Major Writing Assignment, Class 
Participation 

There are also two auxiliary objectives, both 
of which are meant to help you develop basic 
skills which are facilitated by, but also 
transcend, this particular subject matter: 
 
(4a) To provide you an opportunity to 
develop your reading skills through actively 
engaging and struggling with difficult 
primary texts written by professional social 
scientists; and  
 
(4b) To provide you an opportunity to 
develop your critical thinking skills through 
grappling with complex and challenging 
ideas both, especially orally.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
(4a) Class Participation, Major Writing 
Assignment 
 
 
 
 
(4b) Class Participation, Presentation of 
Writing Assignment 
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COURSE REQUIREMENT SUMMARY 
 
1. Class Field Trip to Gun Range (automatic course failure for not completing) 
2. Field Trip Reflection Essay (5%) 
3. Class Participation (25%) 
4. Major Writing Assignment (50%) 
5. Presentation of Writing Assignment at Class Symposium (10%) 
6. Final Reflection Essay (10%) 
 

 
 

 
COURSE GRADES 
 
The scale for grades based on the number of points earned over the course of the semester is as 
follows: 
 
Exceptionally High 
A 94-100 
 
Superior 
A- 90-93 
B+ 87-89 
B 84-86 

Satisfactory 
B- 80-83 
C+ 77-79 
C 74-76 
 
Unsatisfactory 
C- 70-73 

D+ 67-69 
D 64-66 
 
Failure 
F Less than 64 
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DETAILED COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
There are 100 points possible for this course, broken down as follows: 
 

 
[1] CLASS FIELD TRIP (automatic course 
failure for not completing):  
 
During our regularly schedule class time on 
January 16, we will take a FIELD TRIP to an 
“Introduction to Firearms” course at 
ProShots Range in Rural Hall to learn about 
different types of firearms and how they 
work, and gun safety. After the course, we 
will visit the gun range where students will 
have the opportunity to shoot. (Range visit 
is mandatory, shooting is optional but 
encouraged.) 
 
Failure to complete the field trip will result 
in a course grade of “F.” There is no 
opportunity to make up the trip. Please plan 
accordingly. 
 

 
 
[2] FIELD TRIP REFLECTION ESSAY (5 points): In this essay, you will describe your 
experience participating in the introduction to firearms class and range visit. The essay 
is a subjective recollection of your experience at the range, so the content is largely up to 
you, but it must answer the following question: How did the experience fit with your 
prior understanding of guns in the US? 
 
To answer this question you might benefit from thinking about the following related 
questions: What did you find surprising? What did you learn? What did you find 
appealing (or disturbing)? Although you can (and should) reference particular events, 
processes, or experiences, this essay should not be a mere "play-by-play" of what you 
did during the field trip. [Assignment from Brett Burkhardt, Oregon State University] 
 
Format: All papers should be composed in Times New Roman 12pt font, double-
spaced, with 1-inch margins and page numbers. 
Length: 750 +/- 250 words 
Due Date: Wednesday, January 30th, in class  
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[3] CLASS PARTICIPATION (25 points): As in life, in this class you do not get credit 
just for showing up (though that is a necessary precondition). To do well in this component of 
the course, you must participate thoughtfully and actively in our class discussions. 
“Thoughtfully” here means that your participation is based not only on your own opinions 
and experiences but on your careful consideration of the course materials. Participation 
limited to sharing of personal opinions and experience is inadequate. Therefore, reading and 
thinking about the course materials is a prerequisite of thoughtful participation.  
 
For every reading, you should prepare at least one analytical comment and one question to 
contribute to the class discussion.  
 
“Actively” means that you are regularly involved in the course discussions, can be expected to 
contribute, and do not go mentally AWOL for periods at a time. “Listening actively” is not a 
form of participation in this class. If you are not comfortable speaking in group settings, then 
this is a wonderful developmental opportunity for you. 
 

 
Participation Grading criteria: 
 
 A (23 to 25 points): Participates thoughtfully 
and consistently. Demonstrates high level of 
engagement with class content, assigned 
readings, and fellow students. 
 
 B (17 to 22 points): Participates regularly. 
Demonstrates some engagement with class 
content, assigned readings, and fellow 
students. 
 
 C (11 to 16 points): Participates occasionally 
or sporadically. Does not demonstrate deep 
engagement with the class content, assigned 
readings, or fellow students. 
 
 D (5 to 10 points): Present, not disruptive. 
Mostly responds when called on rather than 
contributing proactively. Demonstrates very 
infrequent involvement in discussion. 
 
 F (0 to 4 points): Present but rarely or never 
participates in discussion. Beyond inactivity, 
demonstrates disrespectful behavior like using 
cell phone or doing work for other classes. 
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[5] MAJOR WRITING ASSIGNMENT (50 points): This major writing assignment is 
broken down into several smaller parts, each of which contributes to the whole: 
 

 Topic Selection Proposal (5 points) 
 Annotated Bibliography (10 points) 
 Final Paper (35 points) 

 
In this assignment, you will move beyond the personal view you articulated in your 
field trip reflection essay and adopt a scholarly approach to the question of guns in 
society. Here the issue is not your experience or beliefs about guns but the empirical 
research on guns. You will consider the role guns actually play in society by 
systematically engaging sociological theories and studies (called “the scholarly 
literature”) on one specific aspect of the broader phenomenon (e.g., concealed carry, 
homicide, self-defense, hunting, sport). You should choose a topic that is of interest to 
you that you want to investigate further. 
 

 
 
Logistics: To keep you on track to your eventual submission of a final paper, there are 
two intermediate assignments you must complete: a topic selection proposal and an 
annotated bibliography. 
 
[A] Topic Selection Proposal (5 points): In this proposal, you will detail and explain the 
topic you have chosen and why it is important to understand better. Professor Yamane 
must approve your general topic before you proceed to your proposal. 
 
Length: 250-500 words 
Due Date: Wednesday, February 13th, in class 
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[B] Annotated Bibliography (10 points): Central to your assessment of the role guns 
actually play in American society will to review and synthesize existing sociological 
studies (“the scholarly literature”) on your topic. As an intermediate step in the process 
of writing your paper, you will provide an annotated bibliography of the sources you 
are using. These should primarily be social scientific books and/or articles based on 
original empirical research, but you may also include one or two relevant legal cases, 
law review articles, synthetic essays, and the like. Your bibliography should include a 
minimum of 10 scholarly books and/or articles, no more than three of which can be on 
our course syllabus. 
 

According to the Cornell University 
library guide: 
 
“An annotated bibliography is a list 
of citations to books, articles, and 
documents. Each citation is 
followed by a brief (usually about 
150 words) descriptive and 
evaluative paragraph, the 
annotation. The purpose of the 
annotation is to inform the reader of 
the relevance, accuracy, and quality 
of the sources cited.” 
 

 
More info: http://guides.library.cornell.edu/annotatedbibliography 
 
Length: 150+ words of annotation for each item in bibliography 
Due Date: Friday, March 8th, by 5:00pm, by e-mail 
 
[C] Final Paper (35 points): In the final paper, you will explain the role that guns 
actually play in American society based on your reading of the existing sociological 
“literature” (published theories and research) on the topic you are investigating. In 
addition to explaining what the existing literature says on your chosen topic, you 
should also develop your own perspective on it. For example, does the scholarly 
literature differ from popular perceptions? Do gun politics have a corrupting influence 
on what is studied or how? Does the literature come to a single, clear conclusion or not? 
If not, what should scholars be studying to rectify that situation? 
 
Length: 2,500 +/- 500 words 
Due Date: Friday, April 26th, by 5:00 pm by e-mail 
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[6] PRESENTATION OF 
WRITING ASSIGNMENT 
(10 points):  
 
Each student will have an 
opportunity to present the 
results of their inquiry into 
the role of guns in society 
to their fellow students in a 
“Celebration of Learning 
Symposium.” In 8 minutes 
(max.), students will 
describe what the literature 
says (and doesn’t say) 
about their topic and 
discuss key conclusions 
and limitations of the work.  
 
[7] FINAL REFLECTION ESSAY (10 points): In this final essay, you will revisit your 
previous personal experience with and understanding of guns in the U.S. (as expressed, 
e.g., in the field trip reflection essay) in light of your consideration of the role guns 
actually do play in American society. Reflecting on what you learned from completing 
your major writing assignment, as well as the class more generally, discuss how your 
mind has (and/or has not) changed. Conclude this paper by considering what more 
you need to know in order to make informed choices about your own participation with 
and the place of guns in the communities in which you live and will live in the future. 

Length: 1,500 +/- 500 words 
Due Date: Wednesday, May 8th, by 5:00pm by e-mail 

 
 

REQUIRED COURSE MATERIALS 
 
Philip J. Cook and Kristin A. Goss, The Gun Debate: What Everyone Needs to Know 
(Oxford University Press, 2014). [Purchase on your own] 
 
Jonathan Obert, Andrew Poe, and Austin Sarat (Eds.), The Lives of Guns (Oxford 
University Press, 2019). [Purchase on your own or at campus bookstore] 
 
Course Reader [Purchase from Professor Yamane] 
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IMPORTANT NOTES ABOUT CLASS 
 

 
1. Mas vale prevenir que lamentar: It is better to prevent problems than to lament them once 
they occur. Similarly, it easier to prevent problems than to undo them once they are done. So 
please be in touch with me early and often and as much as necessary. My door is always open 
to you. 
 

 
 
2. Electronics in class: Studies show that we learn 
better taking notes by hand, rather than on 
computers. Studies also show that computers in 
class, especially when not used appropriately, 
distract users and their classmates. In addition, 
studies confirm that we do not read as well 
online as we do in print. Therefore, computers 
cannot be used in class unless I specifically say 
so. Similarly, absolutely no use of cell phones, 
PDAs, or other communication devices is 
allowed during class. If you need to send or 
receive a message from someone, please step out of class to do so. That is not a problem 
(unless you are regularly leaving class). Disrupting the class and being disrespectful to 
Professor Yamane and your classmates is a problem. The solution to the problem is the 
reduction of your class participation grade to 0. 
 

 
3. Electronic mail communication: I check my e-mail regularly and you are welcome to contact 
me by e-mail with questions or comments. However, please be aware that e-mail is not an 
appropriate medium for highly personal or confidential correspondence. Finally, because I may 
not immediately receive or reply to your messages, pressing issues should be handled in 
person. 
 
4. Back-up your work: Computers fail. Suggested protections again catastrophes include: save 
your work to an external drive or email it to yourself after each working session or consider 
saving your work in “the cloud.” 
 
6. On disabilities: According to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, individuals with a 
physical or mental impairment (“disability”) are entitled to equal access, integration and the 
provision of reasonable accommodation by federally-supported institutions like Wake Forest. 
The university is required to make “academic adjustments” for qualified disabled persons. These 
adjustments may include modifications to academic requirements as are necessary to ensure that 
such requirements do not discriminate against a qualified handicapped student. If these 
protections apply to you, or you think that they might apply to you, please contact the Learning 
Assistance Center (758-5929) within the first two (2) weeks of the semester. 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
 

I reserve the right to modify the course schedule or content as necessary and appropriate to 
meet course goals. 
 
DATE   

[1] January 16  FIELD TRIP: WHAT ARE FIREARMS AND HOW DO THEY WORK? 

FIELD TRIP to “Introduction to firearms” course. Meet at Location: 

ProShots Range, 1013 Bethania‐Rural Hall Rd., Rural Hall. Ridesharing to 

be arranged as necessary. 4:00pm‐6:00pm 

 

Read prior to field trip to gun range: Cook, P. and Goss, K. 2014. 

“Manufacture and Marketing of Guns,” pp. 73‐82 in The Gun Debate: What 

Everyone Needs to Know  [purchase book on own] 

 

Review prior to field trip: BAFTE Form 4473 (Firearms Transaction Record 

Part I – Over‐the Counter) [emailed by Prof. Yamane] 

 

Course readers distributed to students 

 

[2] January 23  NO CLASS 

 

Work on field trip reflection papers (due in class on Wednesday, January 

30th) 

 

Read for class and begin thinking about topic for your major writing 

assignment (see description in syllabus) 

 

[3] January 30 
GUNS IN AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE 

Field trip reflection essays due in class 

 

Overview, introductions via discussion of field trip essays, pay for course 

readers ($50 – payment accepted by cash, check, credit card, Venmo, PayPal). 

 

Bruce‐Briggs, B. 1976. “The Great American Gun War.” The Public Interest, 

no. 45 (Fall):37–62. 

 

Syllabus for District of Columbia v. Heller (2008) and McDonald v. City of 

Chicago (2010) 
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DATE   

Yamane, D. 2017. “The Sociology of U.S. Gun Culture.” Sociology Compass, 

pp. 1‐10. 

 

[4] February 6  WHO OWNS HOW MANY GUNS AND WHY? 

Cook, P., and Goss, K. 2014. “America and Its Guns,” Chapter 1 in The Gun 

Debate. 

 

Pew Research Center. 2017. “America’s Complex Relationship with Guns,” 

pp. 1‐44. 

 

ZSR Library Guest Hu Womack: How to Conduct a Literature Review 

 

[5] February 13  CONCEALED CARRY AND THE RISE OF GUN CULTURE 2.0 

Topic selection proposals due in class 

 

Yamane, D., S.L. Ivory, and P.C. Yamane. 2019. “The Rise of Self‐Defense in 

Gun Advertising: The American Rifleman, 1918‐2017,” pp. 9‐27 in Gun Studies: 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to Politics, Policy, and Practice. 

 

Anker, E. 2019. “Mobile Sovereigns: Agency Panic and Gun Ownership,” 

Chapter I in The Lives of Guns 

 

Allen, C. 2007. “’Gun Rights Are Civil Rights’: Racism and the Right to Keep 

and Bear Arms in the United States.” Ch. 9 in Open Fire: Understanding Global 

Gun Cultures, pp. 111‐24. 

 

Carlson, J. 2015. “Carrying Guns, Contesting Gender.” Contexts 14 (1):20–25. 

 

Belonsky, A. 2016. “Pink Pistols: LGBT Gun Owners Unite in Arming Gay 

Community,” Rolling Stone. 

 

[6] February 20  SELF‐DEFENSE GUN TRAINING 

Yamane, D. 2019. “The First Rule of Gunfighting is Have a Gun: 

Technologies of Concealed Carry in Gun Culture 2.0,” Chapter VII in The 

Lives of Guns. 

 

Shapira, H. 2019. “How to Use the Bathroom with a Gun and Other 

Techniques of the Armed Body,” Chapter VIII in The Lives of Guns 
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DATE   

Barnhart, M., et al. 2018. “Preparing for the Attack: Mitigating Risk through 

Routines in Armed Self‐Defense.” Journal of the Association for Consumer 

Research 3 (1). 

 

Guest Speaker: John Johnston, Co‐Owner of Citizens Defense Research 

(citizensdefenseresearch.com/) and Co‐Host of “Ballistic Radio” 

(ballisticradio.com/) 

 

[7] February 27  POLICE USE OF FORCE 

  Zimring, F. 2019. “The Death of the Unarmed Assailant: On Racial Fears, 

Ambiguous Movement, and the Vulnerability of Armed Police,” Chapter VI 

in The Lives of Guns 

 

Johnson, N. 2019. “Lawfully Armed Citizens and Police: A Proposal for 

Reducing Armed Encounters with Agents of the State,” in Gun Studies: 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to Politics, Policy, and Practice 

 

[8] March 6  DEFENSIVE GUN USE AND SELF‐DEFENSE WHILE ARMED 

Cook, P., and Goss, K. 2014. “The Value of Guns for Self‐Protection,” pp. 16‐

22 in The Gun Debate. 

 

Hemenway, D., and Solnick, S.J., 2015. “The Epidemiology of Self‐Defense 

Gun Use: Evidence from the National Crime Victimization Surveys 2007–

2011.” Preventive Medicine. 

 

Guest Speaker: Craig Douglas, Founder of ShivWorks (shivworks.com) and 

expert on extreme close quarters combative handgun skills 

 

[*] March 8  Annotated Bibliography Due by 5:00 pm by e‐mail 

[9] March 13 
NO CLASS 

SPRING BREAK!!!!! 

[10] March 20  SUICIDE AND GUNS 

Kleck, G. 2019. “The Effect of Firearms on Suicide,” in Gun Studies: 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to Politics, Policy, and Practice. 
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DATE   

Miller, M., et al. 2013. “Firearms and Suicide in the United States: Is Risk 

Independent of Underlying Suicidal Behavior?” American Journal of 

Epidemiology 178 (6):946‐55. 

 

Guest Speaker: Rob Pincus, Executive Vice‐President, Second Amendment 

Organization (www.2ao.org/)  

 

[11] March 27  HOMICIDE AND GUN INJURY 

Fowler, K., et al. 2015. “Firearm Injuries in the United States,” Preventive 
Medicine. 
 

Papachristos, A.V., and Wildeman, C., 2014. “Network Exposure and 

Homicide Victimization in an African American Community.” American 

Journal of Public Health. 

 

Lee, J. 2019. “Bullet Riddled: Living and Suffering in Killadelphia.” in Gun 

Studies: Interdisciplinary Approaches to Politics, Policy, and Practice. 

 

[12] April 3 
PROFESSOR TRAVEL 

NO CLASS 

[13] April 10  POLITICAL VIEWS AND POSITIONS ON GUNS 

Cook, P., and Goss, K. 2014. “Public Opinion and Political Party Positions on 

Guns,” Chapter 9 in The Gun Debate: What Everyone Needs to Know. 

 

Whitehead, A.L., Schnabel, L., and Perry, S.L., 2018. “Gun Control in the 

Crosshairs: Christian Nationalism and Opposition to Stricter Gun Laws.” 

Socius. 

 

Mencken, F.C., and Froese, P. 2017. “Gun Culture in Action.” Social Problems. 

 

Guest Speaker: Randy Miyan, Executive Director, Liberal Gun Owners 

(www.liberalgunowners.org) 

 

[14] April 17  GUN CONTROL POLITICS 

Cook, P., and Goss, K. 2014. “The Gun Control Movement,” Chapter 11 in 

The Gun Debate: What Everyone Needs to Know. 
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DATE   

Goss, K. 2019. “Whatever Happened to the ‘Missing Movement’?: Gun 

Control Politics Over Two Decades Of Change,” in Gun Studies: 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to Politics, Policy, and Practice. 

 

Guest lecture by representative(s) of Moms Demand Action – NC and/or 

North Carolinians Against Gun Violence 

 

[15] April 24  FINALE 

Kahan, D., and Braman, D. 2003. “More Statistics, Less Persuasion: A 

Cultural Theory of Gun‐Risk Perceptions,” U. of Pennsylvania Law Review. 

 

Bring computers to work on papers 

 

[*] April 26  Final Paper Due by 5:00 pm by e‐mail 

[16] May 1  CELEBRATION OF LEARNING PRESENTATIONS 

Presentation schedule TBD 

[*] May 8  Final Reflection Essay Due by 5:00pm by e‐mail 

 


