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Introduction 
 

According to a recent Forbes article, which was based on a survey of expats carried out 

by InterNations, the U.S. ranks 13th of the 15 most dangerous countries in the world (Bloom). 

Myanmar and Indonesia rank safer places to live than the land of freedom and opportunity. Those 

surveyed believe there are serious threats for them and their loved ones, even in times when the 

cold war is in the past and there is no arms race. These shocking results made me think about the 

underlying causes to all of this. If it was not because of a foreign threat, then what is left is a 

domestic one. And perhaps the biggest peril for many U.S. citizens and foreigners living, 

working and/or studying in the USA stems from gun violence. The founder and CEO of 

InterNations, Malte Zeeck was quoted in the aforementioned article, saying that many of those 

surveyed were worried about “…the political climate, the gun control situation and the frequency 

of shootings happening in the country.” Naturally, the dialogue then takes a turn towards child 

safety and the fact that: “…only 17% of those asked think it is safe for children in the U.S., which 

is 27 percentage points less than the global average (44%).” This leads us to the most pressing 

issue involving guns in the United States – mass school shootings. 

Mass shootings, which occur at schools, cause substantially more pain and provoke the 

worst fears of every parent. They immediately place themselves in the shoes of those who had 

just lost their children to a psychopath with too much guns and not enough attention, and get cold 

chills down their spines. These reactions are more than understandable. However, it is not only 

parents who suddenly find themselves in a spot where they start questioning the safety of the 

schools and campuses in the U.S. Brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, grandparents and friends 

also get that same feeling of anxiety after reading or hearing about another school shooting. 

When a mass shooting happens in the USA everyone from ordinary people to star actors and 

athletes, comes out and starts demanding action. No one wants such a thing to happen again and 

everyone wants gun violence to go away. However, there seems to be no common opinion 

whatsoever as to how this will happen. 
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Many on the left side of the political spectrum argue that gun control is of paramount 

importance to reduce gun violence and the mass shootings which have been plaguing the States. 

Anti-gun activist tirelessly quote statistics from other countries such as Australia, where after a 

mass shooting in the 1990s the government introduced sweeping gun control laws, in the hope of 

being heard. Indeed, very often they have a point. An example of this is an article by CNN (Fox), 

which compares the U.S. gun culture as opposed to the rest of the world in five charts. Perhaps, 

the two most interesting and informative charts show that: (1) The United States makes up less 

than 5% of the world’s population, but holds 31% of global mass shooters. And (2) gun homicide 

rates are 25.2 times higher in the U.S. than in other high-income countries such as Japan, 

Germany, the UK, etc. It is worth mentioning that these charts are from 2010 which is before four 

out of the five most deadly mass shootings in American history occurred. Also, two of the four 

were in schools and one in a university. 

While those on the right, next to whom, it is important to mention, stands the NRA 

(National Rifle Association), claim that more guns would provide safer schools, university 

campuses, etc. Pro-gun Americans, as well as the current president, Donald J. Trump, would 

prefer if teachers carried guns with them so that in the wake of an attack they would be able to 

react and stop it. Moreover, people of such beliefs find firearms to be of paramount importance in 

case a tyrannical government decides it wants to enslave them. Then, with the help of their 

firearms, which are in their possession as a right (Second Amendment to the Constitution) will 

help them defeat said tyrant. This fear of a dictatorship stems from before the creation of the 

United States when the British crown had full control over the then thirteen colonies which had 

no representation in Parliament. Then the fight with Communism during the Cold War cemented 

the deep hatred most Americans hold against dictatorships. It short, guns for many Americans are 

a guarantee of sorts that no one shall threaten their life, pursuit of happiness and most importantly 

their liberty. 

 Both sides feel strongly that their position is the right one and therefore we have yet to 

see them come to some sort of consensus, if ever. They have argued on different stages and in a 

range of settings, including the Supreme Court of the United States. The problem, which stems 

from the different interpretations of the Second Amendment, has been discussed five times by the 

highest court of the United States. The most remarkable of the five was, certainly, the 2008 

District of Columbia v. Heller, where the Supreme Court ruled that people have an “individual” 
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right to keep and bear arms. This was a landmark case in the sense that the previous ones were 

mainly focused on the section of the amendment which concerns the well-regulated militia. Or to 

put it in a different way, the cases before District of Columbia v. Heller treated “the right to keep 

and bear arms” as a collective right, while in 2008 the Supreme Court decided to interpret the 

Second Amendment decisively as an individual right. This meant a massive win for the 

conservative, gun-loving part of the country and provoked a huge rebuke from anti-gun activists. 

However, the debate on gun control did not die down with that ruling. On the contrary, it became 

even fiercer. Especially, after two of the five most deadly mass shootings in U.S. history 

happened in 2017. This made anti-gun activists more vocal than ever. Of course, the pro-gun 

enthusiasts felt that their rights were being threatened and they too decided to heat up the 

rhetoric. Thus, the nation-dividing dispute is still on to this day.  

Ultimately, I find it intriguing how everyone agrees that gun violence has to stop and how 

the solutions both sides provide are so fundamentally different. This leads to the situation where 

both parties to the dispute choose what to hear and how to interpret what the other one is saying, 

thus finding themselves at an impasse from which those who suffered and still suffer gun 

violence will never get what they want – peace. 

To examine this serious issue I will analyze article clippings and front pages from two 

broadsheet newspapers covering a mass shooting which occurred in Parkland, Florida. The 

method with which I will pursue this task was developed in Bell (Bell, Approaches to Media 

Discourse). What it mainly tries to do is deduce the event structure of the story. In other words, it 

concentrates on the basics of storytelling, which in news means turning to the journalist’s “five 

Ws and an H”: who, what, when, where, why and how. This method also takes a classical 

structuralist approach to story analysis, in that the model of discourse structure for news texts 

(Bell, The Language of News Media 177) is in many ways similar to Chomsky’s tree diagrams 

regarding syntactic structure (see Figure 1.1). After establishing the raw structure of a news text, 

I will continue to determine “what does the story actually say happened” (Bell, Approaches to 

Media Discourse 65). According to Bell himself: “Text is central to news and news content is not 

independent of its expression. Journalists write stories not articles with structure, order, viewpoint 

and values” (Bell, Approaches to Media Discourse 64). In determining what all of those things 

are to a particular story I will be able to establish the stance of both newspapers on the issue of 

Gun Violence. This in turn will help me understand better both sides of the argument. 



 

Chapter One: Media Discourse Analysis 
 

For this study I have chosen samples of media discourse from The New York Times and 

The Washington Times. The reasons for choosing those two particular newspapers are that they 

share features in common and at the same time are revealing of salient points of divergence. Both 

print sources are broadsheet and not tabloid, which serves to their credibility but the reason is a 

difference rather than a similarity. The New York Times is considered to have a liberal stance on 

most of the salient matters, such as abortion and same-sex marriage. What is more, “The Gray 

Lady” has endorsed a Democratic Party nominee every presidential election since the one in 1960 

(John F. Kennedy). Furthermore, many of the Op-Ed columnists who write for the New York 

Times are liberal or liberal progressives such as: David Leonhardt, Michelle Goldberg and 

Charles M. Blow. Whereas, The Washington Times holds a conservative viewpoint which has 

become especially vehement since the early years of this century. Their conservative stance is 

noticed on key issues like climate change, the existence of which, they have denied throughout 

the years (EDITORIAL: Hiding evidence of global cooling). Other, more politically-oriented 

publications were the articles against President Barack Obama published between 2008 and 2016 

(both terms of this President), which some have categorized as an attack on his image. One may 

recall, for example, how Frank Gaffney, a columnist for the Washington Times and conspiracy 

theorist, wrote that the Obama campaign had links to Islamists. He blamed the former President 

of trying to win the White House “by relying, in part, on the Jihadist vote” (Gaffney). 

With that said, I believe these two publications would offer suitable representation of both 

sides on the controversial issue that is Gun Violence in the United States. Both newspapers 

covered the same story but whether and how they differ in their coverage will become clear in the 

following analysis.  

The story in question, covered by the two newspapers, was the mass shooting that took 

place on February 14, 2018 in Parkland, Florida. It occurred in Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School and resulted in the death of 17 people, most of whom were school children. The main 

reason behind my choice of incident is the death toll of so many young people. This was at the 

center of everyone’s grief and horror. Also, the crime was in no way aimed at a particular group 

of society, nor was it anticipated to happen in so quiet and friendly a town. Before that event 
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Parkland was a town which many had chosen to live in exactly because of its good education 

standards and calm suburban lifestyle. All of those points combined, made for an enormous 

shockwave throughout the United States that resonated abroad as well.  

 

The New York Times Analysis: Telling it like it is 

 

 
Figure 1.1 Discourse structure of the New York Times story on the Parkland Shooting (certain 

secondary events are omitted in order to emphasize the main event) 

 

 

My analysis begins with the “What” part. The first constituent of which is the headline, in 

this case it suggests that two events took place – (1) horror (occurred) at Florida school and (2) 

ex-student held. A linguistic tool can immediately be spotted between the two events – a 

semicolon. Its use is twofold – the first is to divide the two events signaling the order in which 

they occurred and the second to express the close link between them (See Appendix).  
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Then there is another headline which serves to give more information to the reader by 

putting facts behind the words in the first headline. The focus of information is of particular 

interest here because the authors of this article start with the most salient event of the story which 

is not the first to happen – the death of seventeen people and then proceed to give facts 

chronologically. Another point worth mentioning is the journalistic “as”. It presents, similarly to 

the semicolon in the headline, the close link between the events.  

The next element of the analysis is called the lead. Which in this case further 

disambiguates the headlines with not only its dramatic narrative but also with the way events in it 

are ordered. Unlike the headline, which starts with the most shocking event in order to grab the 

reader’s attention, the lead opens with the action which seems most probable to have happened 

first. This usually happens when a reporter writes the lead and an editor writes the headline. The 

choice of words should not be neglected either. “Gunman” from the headline becomes “a heavily 

armed young man”. Putting emphasis on the word “heavily”. This means that the authors want to 

emphasize the fact that he was able to acquire enough firepower, we are not yet told legally or 

not, to kill 17 people, with which the lead ends. Additionally, the lead gives us the “category of 

people” implicated in the event as the actor by describing the perpetrator as “a young man”. 

In brief, the lead is used to clarify and spell out the events in the headlines. In doing so, 

the authors put an emphasis on what in their opinion is the main problem and “paint a picture” of 

what that problem results in.  

Following the lead are the developments which make up the event structure of the story. 

As was already mentioned, the lead is ordered chronologically and all paragraphs to the very end 

follow this principle. All events are presented to the reader as they had probably happened, 

beginning with the gunman entering the school and finishing with his arrest, clearly showing the 

authors desire to be as unambiguous as possible. Also, they keep reinforcing a statement from the 

first sentence – the gunman was heavily armed. The events in all of the paragraphs are either 

preceded or followed by some sort of emphasis on the weaponry of the shooter. For example in 

paragraph three the authors name the main weapon of choice for the shooter as “a semiautomatic 

AR-15 rifle”, in the next paragraph we find that a part of the shooting was captured on video in 

which “more than 40 gunshots boomed in the background”. Then in the fifth paragraph as the 

authors describe the aftermath of the shooting we are presented with, among other things, “a 
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computer screen shattered with bullet holes”. It is clear then, that all of this would not be possible 

without the vast quantity of ammunition and wide range of arsenal.  

It was so far deduced that the lead means to explain and unfold the headlines by 

expanding the events in them. Also, the news value of the second headline is increased by 

switching the order of events. But this does not harm the overall connection between the lead and 

the headline.  

At this point we enter the “Who” part of the analysis and the first member is the 

information provider or source. It is often said that a credible source is crucial for the story and 

here not only do we have a source, which is not always the case with news stories, but it refers to 

some sort of law enforcement. The reader is informed about who the source of all of the facts is 

at the end of the lead, which ends with “the authorities said.” The word “authorities” is used 

twice after that before being replaced by the actual County Sheriff, Scott Israel who is even 

quoted in the second to last paragraph as he classifies the act as “catastrophic”. But the fact of the 

matter is that more or less the information of this story is acquired from a high-ranking law 

enforcement officer. He also plays another role, that of a news actor in the story. Which brings 

me to the next member(s) of this section – the news actors. There are numerous news actors apart 

from Sheriff Israel, the most important one being the gunman, who is identified in the third 

paragraph as Nikolas Cruz, a 19-year-old ex-student of the school. The other news actors are the 

victims of Cruz – the students and teachers. A single person with no connection to the school, 

except his proximity to it at the time of the attack also falls into this category. Moreover, in one 

case the word “adults” is used, perhaps so as to acknowledge staff members other than the 

teachers of the school like janitors, counsel, principals, etc., whose life was also in danger. 

In his story analysis Allan Bell (Bell, Approaches to Media Discourse) gives an example 

of place structure which is unclear and unsettled, indicating that what is not said in the story is 

more interesting than what is. The New York Times article on the Florida High School Shooting is 

then immensely different. As a matter of fact, it is anything but unclear. Evidence of this is the 

dateline indicating the exact city and state of the shooting. Furthermore, as we progress into the 

text the more information on places and locations we gather, allowing us to determine the next 

piece of the puzzle, “Where” it all happened. It was already established that the story is told 

chronologically (see event structure). It thus follows that if the events are chronological, then the 

places where they occurred in will also be presented in the same manner. It seems that this 
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ordered composition is used to help the reader, as much as possible, to comprehend the whole 

situation. This factual linear chronology seems to jar with widely used frames of sensationalism, 

suspense for dramatic effect, and other tried and tested techniques that enhance the shock-value 

of a news item on a daily basis. Here, it seems to me, the drive works in the opposite direction as 

if the logic of a chronology of unfolding episodes is posited to counter the disruption of order and 

the shock-value of the real occurrence. Additionally, there is not the slightest hint of leaving 

something out. Another intriguing pattern appears to be the shadow which each place of event 

has. By shadow, I mean the vocabulary used before or after each place name. A closer look 

shows that the armed man did not enter but “barged in”, students were “huddled in horror” in 

their classrooms, he began “the shooting rampage” not just shooting outside the school, “killed 

12 people” inside the school and perhaps the most dramatic of them all is the comparison of the 

school with “an eerie shrine”. This completely immerses the reader in a horrid place and wakes 

up countless emotions. The connotations of the chosen lexicon are not only emotionally charged 

but also containing evocations of “horror” (huddled, horror, eerie) and “violence” (barged in, 

rampage). The deployment of “shrine” is suggestive of “martyrdom” and possibly issues appeals 

not only to the rational sense of arguments against the lack of gun control but also to readers who 

might share some religious sense. 

To summarize the place structure, I will say that it was completely intertwined with the 

event structure adding to the clarity of the story, which appears to be one of the main concerns of 

the authors. And to stress the significance of the situation, the facts concerning location, provided 

by the authorities, are accompanied by strong and carefully-chosen words. 

One of the essential tools to determine event and place structure was time structure. Or to 

phrase it differently, “When” all of the above happened. I would describe time structure as 

straightforward and without vagueness. All notable days, hours, etc. are given, confirming that 

the more we get into the story, the more we find out. Precision, similarly to the above-mentioned 

linearity of events, works to the effect of managing or trying to “make sense” of the occurrence. I 

believe there are no exact dates, because the story is published the day after the shooting. Hence, 

Wednesday is sufficient enough. And I have already mentioned the chronological order of events, 

which automatically defines the time system as well. 

As far as background information which occurred prior to the accident goes, the story 

offers that the shooter, Nikolas Cruz, was a former student at the school, who got expelled. 
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Reasons for his expulsion and whether it is, in some way, connected to the shooting, are not 

given in this clipping. 

The last component of the “When” of our story is called follow-up. And if the shooting is 

to be taken as the central event then the arrest of the perpetrator is the follow-up. Usually, follow-

ups in one story become leads in another. To a large extent, that is the case here and the second 

analysis will begin with a lead which derives from Mr. Cruz’s arrest. 

I would like to conclude my analysis of this story with a point which will be discussed in 

more detail in the chapter of front page analysis – the picture showing two crying women. 

Placing a picture in that part of the article is not a regular pattern and thus we can deduce the 

reason for it to be there. There are several key moments surrounding it. First, its position, it is 

placed exactly at the end just below the directions which lead to the continuation of the story on a 

different page. Second, the strong emotional vividness it brings to the story. And third, its 

caption, “Anguished parents awaited information outside the school.” The sought effect here is 

similar to the one I described in the place structure. 

 As I noted above, follow-ups usually turn into the leads for new stories. This case is no 

exception. Both the headline and the lead are evidence of this (See Appendix). In the former we 

are presented with the events following Cruz’s arrest which was what the first story concluded 

with. 

An interesting moment in the headline is that the verb is omitted. This shortening of the headline 

is called headlinese and is done because of limited space. Here space is limited due to the fact 

that there is another story sharing the space which is known as given in a newspaper front page. 

Shortening the headline also has a great advantage, namely clarity. Compressing the headline 

leaves less room for interpretation and sends a clear message. This in turn, supports the statement 

that both articles by this newspaper are written so as to be as transparent as possible. 

The arrest of Mr. Cruz was established as the follow-up of the first article. The lead of the 

second story captioned “17 Counts of Murder for Ex-Student”, written on February 16, 2018 

begins with Cruz being sent to “a jailhouse hearing room, shackled at the wrists and ankles.” The 

lead presents the use of a very interesting linguistic tool. Namely, the authors began with the 

word “before” by using it as an adjunct and then continued with the current situation of Nikolas 

Cruz then only to return to their initial point – that he was a troubled youth.  In this way the 

authors kill two birds with one stone, so to speak. In one sentence, they outline the present and 
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the past of the main news actor. Moreover, this construction implies that one led to the other and 

prepares the reader, so to say, for what is to come in the following paragraphs of this story.  

Similar to the first story this also presents numerous events, although they are not ordered 

in the same fashion. Initially, we are presented with past events which contribute to the 

elaboration of present events and support the lead. Then there are several events connecting those 

who almost became victims of the shooting and those who knew the assailant, both directly and 

indirectly. And the last paragraph again brings the reader back to Cruz’s arrest and the procedure 

that ensued. In a way, this event structure repeats the lead by going back and forth between 

present and past. So it would seem that the more we read on, the more we find links between Mr. 

Cruz’s early life of complications and present predicament – confirming to a judge that he 

understands the circumstances surrounding his arrest. 

So far we have established the connection between the first and the second story and 

discerned a pattern of the event structure, which exposes the earlier life of the shooter as the main 

reason which led to his deed in the present. Another point to which all of the above leads us to is 

that something should have been done prior to the shooting. What is more, the F.B.I. is 

mentioned. More importantly, the fact that some of Cruz’s early behavior was pointed out to 

them. So, in a way, there is an indirect question being asked. Namely, why did one of the best 

law enforcement agencies in the world not foresee and maybe prevent this? Most of the 

information given in this story clipping is about the shooter’s problems when younger and history 

of disturbing occurrences. And yet, he passed the background check effortlessly and bought his 

AR-15 rifle without breaking a sweat. There are two reasons for that – the first, he did not have 

prior history of arrests and was not a convicted felon and the second was that he had never been 

instituted in any mental health facility. But more on the details will be discussed in other 

chapters.  

The sources attribution is analogous to that in the first article. Again, the word 

“authorities” is used for the information provider in the first three paragraphs. Then, one story is 

attributed to people from the community in which the shooting happened. All is left simple and 

clear, while there also emerges a subtle implication for a fissure between the two source 

perspectives offered here. On the one hand, we have the voice of the ‘authorities’ and, on the 

other, the opening for the point of view of the “community” affected by the event. 
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The news actors are many. The collective word “neighbors” is used twice in order 

strengthen the stance of the facts presented, as they (i.e. the neighbors) are closest, even if only 

geographically, to the shooter. Therefore, their account of Cruz’s life prior to the shooting would 

be the most credible. In one instance “neighbors” is put together with “students” (presumably 

some of them classmates). Their account is also important; however, due to the fact that Mr. Cruz 

went to a number of different schools and that it is not specified of which school those students 

are, their comment would fall behind that of the neighbors. Once more, the main news actor is 

Nikolas Cruz. And there is an anonymous news actor, he or she who reported Cruz to the F.B.I. 

for his comment on YouTube. One might consider the Federal Bureau of Investigation also to be 

a news actor, although the agency would have only a passive role, if we consider that point of 

view. We are presented with one new news actor – the judge, who asks Mr. Cruz whether he 

understands the circumstances he is in.  

As far as places go, continuing where the other left off, this article begins with the first 

place the shooter is taken to after his arrest – a jailhouse hearing room. When referring to past 

events the authors bring up the home in which Cruz lived. The place where the shooting occurred 

and Douglas High School in Parkland. As far as this clipping goes, there is no exact information 

on where the assailant was arrested. However, the reason for this is that the place of arrest was 

given in the first article clipping. 

The category of background is particularly well-covered. As was mentioned earlier, the 

authors slide in many throwbacks to Nikolas Cruz’s earlier life. All of those past events are to be 

considered background to the main story.  

Should we take the arrest of Cruz as a main event, his first court appearance would then 

be the follow-up. Although this follow-up does not seem to be used as a lead in another story.  

To sum up, this story, written a day after the first and two days after the shooting, is an attempt, 

in my opinion a successful one, to bind all events so that the reader can fully understand what 

happened and why. Like in the court of law, evidence, facts, actors, time, place and motive are 

presented in full to the readers, as if they were a jury, so as to construe for themselves who or 

what is to blame. 
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The Washington Times Analysis: Spinning the story 

 

  

Figure 1.2 Discourse structure of the Washington Times story on the Parkland Shooting 

(certain secondary events are omitted in order to emphasize the main event) 

 

The analysis of the two stories I chose from The Washington Times will be conducted in 

the same fashion as with the two stories from The New York Times. However, it is worth 

mentioning from the start that the discourse will take a substantially different direction. The first 

example of this are the subheadings (See Appendix). With the New York Times we have: “At 

Least 17 Die as Gunman Roams Halls in Rampage Near Miami” which gives the most important 

information as exhaustingly as possible. While the Washington Times have decided to 

characterize the shooter which takes up space for more urgent information: “Former student 

“obsessed with guns” suspected in rampage that killed 17.” This portrayal of the shooter is the 
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first in a series of numerous hints which try to persuade the reader that the real cause of this 

shooting are not guns. 

In the first article, the headline seems to be narrating two events. First, the former student 

being suspected and second, the killing of 17 people. If we look closer, however, we find that 

there is a phrase which the author or editor deemed in need of emphasis, therefore, “obsessed 

with guns” is in single quotations marks. We can assume that the main word is “obsessed” which 

leads us in the direction of mental and/or psychological issues. This statement can be supported 

with a syntactic analysis of the phrase, which is an objective one, with the transitive verb 

“obsess” playing the role of director while “with guns” is the axis (prepositional object). Then, if 

one observes the order of events it would seem that the most important event – the death of 17 

people – is left last. This may again be interpreted as a way of emphasizing the marked phrase, 

making it stand out. This immediately provides a subtle shift in the direction of “abnormality”, 

i.e. mental illness that usefully chartered a line of limited culpability not so much for the main 

actor in the event but for a projected line of demarcation between “a healthy attitude to guns” and 

an “unhealthy attitude to guns”. 

The lead is simple and ordered or at least, as far as event structure goes. Four events take 

place in the lead, all surrounding the shooting which is the main one. Although, one in particular 

stands out – sparking anew debates over troubled teens, firearms and school safety. With this we 

may note that the author is trying to stir the discourse in more than one direction.  

I might deviate a bit from Bell’s approach to story analysis, but I want to insert a member 

of the “Who” category into the “What” category. This is due to the fact that the author, by-lined 

as Dave Boyer, begins the second paragraph with the source of information. A very interesting 

manoeuver, which seeks to show the truthfulness of the event recount. So the paragraph begins 

with “Police said” and continues with identification of the shooter as Nikolas Cruz. From here to 

the end, facts may very well be reliable but quite chaotic. First, the assailant starts outside the 

building, then carried an AR-15 into the building, which to many is an unfamiliar combination of 

letters and numbers. One can only assume it is some sort of firearm. Actually, by reading this 

sentence a person might detect what the readership of the newspaper is, because the author and 

editors found it unnecessary to classify the AR-15 as a rifle, which leads us to believe that those 

who usually read the newspaper are already familiar with that fact. Therefore, we must assume 

that most of the people who read this newspaper are closely familiar with guns. Furthermore, 
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upon entering the school a fire alarm went off and though one can deduce it was because of the 

gunman’s presence it is not specifically mentioned why it went off before the actual shots were 

fired. Then again in the end the author concludes with “police said”, the exact same phrase he 

started with, so as to cement the credibility of the facts. There are two more paragraphs dedicated 

to events which took place in the school. After that, a substantial amount of the article is left for 

commentary. In the third paragraph we are presented with some of the actions of the victims 

during the shooting and a very interesting moment, namely the observation that Cruz killed 

indiscriminately. This serves to show that many people, of different age, gender, religion, etc. 

were harmed and affected by the deeds of the assailant. Also, plausibly the word 

“indiscriminately” ties with the line of “obsession” – an “unhealthy attitude” that defies the idea 

of a discernible rational motivation. A single paragraph, though short, is left to the arrest of Mr. 

Cruz which is said to have occurred not far away from the school and without further violence.  

So it would seem that the lead, at least partially, clarifies the heading. Many of the 

uncertainties are cleared, e.g. “suspected in rampage” turns into “opened fire and killing 17 

people, leaving 14 others wounded.” Also, the part where he is deemed “obsessed” is indirectly 

mentioned at the end of the lead with the phrase “troubled teens.” Therefore, gesturing at a 

“category of people” (youngsters) that are defined by some “abnormality” (troubled). Then the 

events following the lead, albeit not strictly ordered, seek to inform the reader of the 

circumstances, weapons used, etc. Expanding the statement that a debate was renewed, the author 

presents numerous comments from different news actors. As a whole, the lead does, to some 

extent, explain the headline and the events do exemplify the lead. Nevertheless, a degree of 

disarray persists throughout the story. 

Having already named the main source of information in advance, I can now put a face to 

the name which represents the police – Sheriff Scott Israel. He is presented in paragraph five 

when simultaneously he comments on the happenings. There are other sources of information in 

this story, such as: Fox News and Sen. Marco Rubio of Florida (R). 

Two of the sources, Sheriff Israel and Sen. Rubio, also play the role of news actors. 

Others include the main actor – Nikolas Cruz. Students and teachers also fall into this category. 

We find out where the shooting occurred from the lead. The city, state and name of the school are 

all given. Then a generalized location of the arrest is also introduced. I use the term generalized 

because apart from being said, that it was a mile from the school, nothing else becomes evident.  
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 I have already said that time structure is a valuable tool when analyzing media discourse. The 

concept of “time” is kept simple, mostly by using the past simple tense for the main events, with 

only slight deviations in cases where the author notes some past event with relevance to the 

present.  

At this point I would like to combine the analysis of the categories background and 

commentary for the purpose of clarifying why such a big part of the story is left to them. Three 

people comment on and give information about the shooting post facto. The last four paragraphs 

are more or less dedicated to this. To start with the Sheriff, he comments on the crime and labels 

it “horrific” and then “horrible”. The first word is actually used in the main headline on the front 

page. Then he carries on to also designate the findings about Mr. Cruz’s online presence as 

“disturbing”. At which point a comment on behalf of an outspokenly conservative news outlet, 

Fox News, is inserted and states that: “Mr. Cruz’s social media accounts and interviews with 

friends indicate he was clearly obsessed with guns.” Fox News was created in 1996 by media 

mogul Rupert Murdoch. The channel’s first CEO was former GOP media consultant Roger Ailes, 

who had been trying to start a conservative news channel since the Nixon administration. To 

additionally tilt the story to the right, the next paragraph starts with a statement by Marco Rubio, 

a Republican senator from Florida. His other role is that of background information provider. He 

probably gives the most important background in the whole story. Namely, the fact that 

according to authorities, the attack was pre-planned and not an impulsive act. This of course 

leaves the question of why, had it been planned in advance, the attack was not prevented by law 

enforcement. I will present a detailed answer of this question in Chapter 3. Furthermore, Broward 

County Public Schools Superintendent Robert W. Runcie also backs Sen. Rubio’s statement and 

gives his answer to the aforementioned question. Then we are brought back to the first 

commentator of events – the Sheriff – as he gives more details, quite vivid ones, about how the 

scene of the crime looked. He called it “a scene of death spreading from Douglas High School”.  

It is a very interesting way of presenting a story, through the words of those closely-familiarized 

with it. Perhaps, the author decided that the events would be best described by such people. 

  Similarly to the New York Times story, the arrest of Nikolas Cruz plays the role of follow-

up to the shooting. The Washington Times have also found it necessary to mention that Cruz was 

arrested without further violence.  



19 
 

To summarize, this story gives the main facts to the reader, however, not in a clear-cut 

way. Events seem scrambled and the main focus of the story blurred. Ambiguities persist, which 

might lead the reader to reconstruct the events in a wrong way. So to quote Allan Bell again, 

“This analysis yields structure for events, times, places and news actors. In theory, these four 

should all mesh into a unified picture of what the story says happened. In practice, they often do 

not quite fit together, and it is precisely these differences which may cast the most interesting 

light on the story” (Bell, Approaches to Media Discourse 80) I believe this is exactly the case 

here. For the purpose of maintaining a political bias, this article does not tell the story in the way 

it should be told. 

This second article captioned “Florida shooting suspect showed warning signs” from 

February 16, 2018 is like a continuation of the first one (See Appendix). In other words it picks 

up where the other one left off – Rep. Governor Rick Scott’s statement that the shooting was a 

pre-planned attack. The headline reassures us of this. It would seem that two events are presented 

in the headline – the finding of clues and the prior violence, which supposedly Cruz conducted on 

social media. 

The lead continues the path established by the headline and reaffirms it. The main point to 

focus on here is one and that is for Nikolas Cruz to be shown to the reader as a mentally disturbed 

person. With that the blame for the shooting can be shifted towards mental health issues in young 

people. Every event that follows the lead has the above-mentioned idea in mind. The second 

paragraph begins with an alleged comment made by Mr. Cruz on YouTube: “I’m going to be a 

professional school shooter.” Then the paragraph continues to explain the fact that the FBI could 

not find any further information at the time. Further spreading the blame, as part of it goes to the 

Bureau. The events in the third paragraph definitely present points of interest. It first starts with 

Cruz’s sentence while presenting the day it was pronounced. Then using the conjunction “as” so 

that they can express the coinciding events, the authors present the state of confusion, in which 

the country is in. There is no evidence of this, yet the authors assume it, which might lead the 

reader to follow suit. And at the end of the paragraph the painful events are once again retold. 

This time, however, more vividly than ever – the slaughter that left 17 dead at a Florida high 

school. 

The next paragraph serves to explain the current situation of the shooter, with information 

about the charges brought up against him. Then the focus is again on the mental state of Cruz. 
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This time the authors quote one of his public defenders, who too described Mr. Cruz as “a deeply 

troubled child”. Further into the story, he is said to have been a member of a racist organization, 

although the organization itself denies it.  

Basically, every paragraph narrates, more or less, the same event. Nikolas Cruz, according 

to the story, is not a fully sane person. And more should be done to help such people. The issue of 

gun violence almost seems to disappear. And when it is mentioned, it is only to say that the FBI 

should conduct more thorough research. That is, the implications are of failing institutions of 

federal government be that healthcare or law enforcement and the line of culpability is firmly 

kept away from local governance or self-organization as well as other possible parties that might 

be implicated in the story. 

  The lead lacks sources and so does the heading. The threat which the shooter posted on 

social media is indirectly confirmed by the FBI. Most of the second half of the story does not 

attribute the information to any outside sources, due to the fact that Mr. Cruz’s arrest and 

sentencing were open to media, therefore we can attribute these events to the authors of this 

article, who probably attended them. 

The main news actors are no different than the previously analyzed stories. This is the 

first time, however, when the shooter’s public defendants are mentioned. Short of the courtroom 

in Fort Lauderdale, where the assailant heard the charges brought up against him not much is 

different with place structure, either. 

  The time structure in this story is very interesting in that it has almost no time 

expressions. Apart from “in September”, which is used for a throwback to the shooters online 

presence prior to the shooting, no other time expressions are used in this clipping. This, I believe, 

is due to two reasons – first, the story is written two days after the accident, which leads us to 

believe that the events in it are no more than two days old and second, a blurred time structure 

equals a blurred event and place structure. It is seriously unlikely to be a coincidence that the 

only paragraph which has some time reference is the paragraph which seeks to present Mr. Cruz 

as a mentally troubled person who was planning to attack a school. 

  It is once more clear that the amount of background information is substantially more than 

it usually is. More than half of the paragraphs are, again, reserved for information on Cruz’s life 

before the shooting and mainly his plans to become, “a professional school shooter”. The main 

purpose of the lead, one might say, is to give background. The very confusing last two paragraphs 
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also try to provide background, which at one point is true and at another not, then the Sheriff’s 

Office affirms it was not true.  

We are presented with a single comment in this clipping and it is the one of Mr. Cruz’s 

public defendant, who states that he is “a deeply troubled child”. A matter-of-fact comment if one 

dwells on it. She does not use man, person, ill, crazy, but just troubled child, which given the 

situation is probably the best she can do for the defendant, emphasizing his vulnerability by 

describing him in the category of “children” (i.e. to be empathized with and to be within the ken 

of responsibility of “adults”). 

The follow-up of this story would perhaps be the placement of Mr. Cruz on suicide watch 

in jail. 

In conclusion, this story seems to be written, as I have already mentioned, for the purpose 

of showing the true reason, according to the authors, behind the shooting, which is the mental 

state of Nikolas Cruz. I would also like to add that the categories of cohesion and confusion will 

be embedded in this summary. There seems to be total lack of the first and prevalence of the 

second. In this way the readers, most of whom are already conservative, are presented with the 

facts in a biased way. Guns have nothing to do with the shooting and mental health does, seems 

to be the mantra here. Therefore, that is the main issue everyone should address and not Gun 

Violence. 

 

Concluding remarks 

As I explained at the beginning, the two newspapers are on the opposite sides of the 

political divide. Hence, the difference in the way they presented the same story to their readers. 

The New York Times tried to explain and then illustrate, both with words and photographs, what 

actually happened. They did not try to spin the facts in a self-serving way. Every gruesome detail 

is laid out in the article. Moreover, they share every technical fact as well - the gun, type, model, 

etc. Everything one needs to know about the occurrence is there. The language is exhaustive and 

the pictures are moving. This approach lets the reader reconstruct the shootings alone without any 

politics in the background. 

The Washington Times, on the other hand use ambiguous language in their articles. 

Especially when it comes to presenting the main issue. To them, similarly to President Trump 

who also maintains the position that mental health and school safety are to blame, the problem 
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lies nowhere near the gun violence in the U.S. Thus, the readers who are probably already more 

conservative than those of the New York Times, for example, get distracted with the twisted facts 

and the viewpoints of people they most likely look up to. This means that they cannot make an 

informed opinion by themselves and end up missing the point.  
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Chapter Two: Front Page Analysis 
 

So far I have analyzed four stories in total, two for each newspaper. In the analysis, I tried 

to point out how both sides of the socio-political life construe an event such as a mass shooting. 

Now I will conduct two more analysis, again two for each newspaper. However, this time I will 

not be investigating article clippings but front pages. Namely, the front pages of both newspapers 

from February 15 and February 16. The method which I will rely on is once again from the 

volume edited by Allan Bell Approaches to Media Discourse (1998), though the chapter which 

contains the relevant approach and structure of the methods was written by Gunther Kress and 

Theo van Leeuwen, namely chapter seven “Front Pages: (The Critical) Analysis of Newspaper 

Layout”, pages 186-219. In it the two authors argue that media texts are multimodal and that 

language is always accompanied by different semiotic devices. Therefore, in the case of 

newspaper front pages text shares the space with pictures and other kinds of illustration. 

Furthermore, the text on a front page is not only one font and one size. And all of these 

constituents of a newspaper front page are framed so that they fall into a certain layout. This 

layout, according to the authors, involves three signifying systems – information value, salience 

and framing. And their purpose is to structure the text and bring the various elements of the page 

together into a coherent whole.  

However, some questions might arise from this explanation. How do we determine 

“information value” for example? Not all information on the front page has equal value. The first 

way of determining this employs a structuralist approach. In the same way a sentence has a 

Theme and a Rheme, newspaper front pages have a Given and a New. With the Given, which is 

placed on the left, being some sort of old information which we already know and the New, 

which is placed on the right, being that which we as readers are yet to find out.  

Another way to determine the value of information on a front page is the so-called 

Real/Ideal polarization. With this we divide the page to top (Ideal) and bottom (Real). One can 

usually observe more generalized information in the Real section while the Ideal is normally 

reserved for more specific and detailed information. 

  The third way to establish what the information value of an element on a front page is 

from the Centre and Margin perspective. This is a less common way for western news media to 
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structure pages. Here the Centre contains the most salient and central information-bearer, while 

the Margins are to some extent subservient. 

 

New York Times Front Page Analysis 

Starting with the NY Times front page from February 15 one can almost immediately spot 

that the polarization is that of Real and Ideal. As is common with this kind of page outline, most 

of the top part is taken up by a photograph, while the bottom part is mostly reserved for text. The 

part which will be of most interest to investigate is the Ideal. It itself can be separated into 

Given/New structure. The photograph takes the Given while the article takes the New. The 

reason for the placement of the photograph is quite logical. As mentioned the Given position 

signifies something already known to the reader and the New indicates the latest information. The 

photograph seems to express, among other things, urgency and a state of panic. It is clear that the 

two law enforcement officers are on high alert and trying to protect a possible victim of the 

shooting. Moreover, the background seems to be contributing to this intense feeling that the 

photograph sends. It is a part of a fire engine, with the word “fire” actually being depicted, short 

form the first letter, which one can deduce. There is a very good reason as I said for this 

photograph to be placed in the Given position. Mass shootings have become something quite 

frequent in the everyday lives of U.S. citizens. Hence, placing the photograph there. The New in 

this situation is not the occurrence of a mass shooting but the location, date, etc., which justifies 

the position of the article. There is another pictorial aid to the text, which is actually placed 

immediately after the last paragraph. This picture helps the reader understand the tragedy and 

horrid circumstances of the shooting. With that said, the photographs accompanying this article 

complete its’ truly frightening narrative, which speaks of children screaming for their life, people 

being gunned down at a vast number of locations and floors stained with blood. The authors aim 

to get the reader as close as possible to the Parkland Shooting. 
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  The second New York Times front page is very similar to the first one, at least in terms of 

structure. Again, it is a perfect example of the Real/Ideal segmentation. And once more we will 

concentrate on the Real or top part of the front page. We find it sectioned into Given and New. A 

story which had been in the news for some time is on left as a representative of the Given, while 

everything else is left to the Stoneman Douglas Shooting. The New segment is filled by three 

stories on the shooting with the second two being put under one headline while the one before 

them is placed separately. Of particular interest here is the single story and the photographs, 

which accompany it. When one observes the photographs and their placement around the single 

story it becomes clear that this segmentation of the visual and textual constituents of the page 

carries a message. The top image is of some of the weapons, Nikolas Cruz owned, some of which 

were used in the shooting. The picture was uploaded to social media by the shooter himself. 

Then, the bottom image shows mourning students who survived the carnage. If we observe the 

whole construction – photograph, text, another photograph – we can see that the guns are like a 

dark cloud hanging over the heads of those who managed to dodge their bullets. The feeling is 

that even though they escaped death, they cannot escape the pain and grief, or the looming threat 

of gun possession laws, or the psychological toll in the aftermath of any mass shooting. That is to 

me this is a very clever and powerful way to capture the aftermath of the shooting in a complex 

way.  

Here, I would like to insert a brief deviation so that I can explain why I chose the analogy 

with a cloud hanging over one’s head. While I was checking the news on March 24, 2019 I 

stumbled upon a poignant article captioned: “Sydney Aiello, a survivor of the Parkland school 

shooting, dies by suicide”. According to the CNN article (Gallagher, Edwards and Sanchez) 

which covered the tragedy, the Florida Atlantic University student suffered from survivor’s guilt 

and had been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. I, therefore, find it more than 

appropriate to use the aforementioned analogy. 

After the single article follow the two stories which are coupled together under the same 

headline. The two other stories which are put under the same headline have a slight connection 

which is mostly noticeable in the sub-headings. The first article is sub-headed: “I Hope She 

Didn’t Die for Nothing”. And the second: “17 Counts of Murder for Ex-Student”. Therefore, to 

some extent the prayers of the grieving mother were answered because the person responsible for 

her daughter’s death was captured and faced a very serious indictment. There will be retribution 
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for what he had done and that will come through some sense of balance restoration through the 

justice system in the United States. In a sense, this echoes Tsvetan Todorov’s theory of narrative 

insofar as it (narrative) strives after the achievement of and arrival at a “new equilibrium”. One 

can also notice a small picture of Nikolas Cruz in an orange jumpsuit and shackles in the middle 

of the article as a materialization of that idea. It is placed there, so as to support the text. 
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The Washington Times Front Page Analysis 

The Washington Times too employed a Real/Ideal overall structure for their page. There, 

however, the similarities end. Here the Ideal part is not left entirely to the Stoneman Douglas 

High School Shooting but shares the top part of the page with a story about President Trump and 

the investigation against him, led by Robert Mueller. Nonetheless, this is a perfect example of the 

Given and New structure, with the everyday, ordinary political story which had been going on for 

months placed in the Given and the larger space is left to the mass shooting, placed in the New. 

In it one can spot a very different choice of photograph to that of The New York Times. We can 

see students lined one after the other, being evacuated. Bellow the photograph it is hard to miss 

three bolded words – out of danger. It is hard to see any sign of panic and mayhem, which such 

an event is very likely to carry. The photograph, however, as was with the New York Times’ 

article, completes the text. Both the article and the photograph seem to add substantial levels of 

ambiguity to the real occurrence. So, when I say complete I mean the task of distancing guns 

from what seems to be the real problem. Perhaps, the most interesting phenomenon with this 

front page is not what is on it but rather what is not. Not a single gun is anywhere to be seen on 

the enormous photograph which takes up most of the space of the upper half of the page. 
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 The second Washington Times front page makes no exception to the first and too employs 

Real/Ideal structure. The upper or Real part is divided into Given and New, although there is a 

deviation from the typical layout. Instead of putting the article covering the shooting in the New, 

i.e. on the right as the new information, it is placed on the left in the Given while a story which 

had been going on for some time is shown as new information. As for the pictures used for this 

front page one can see that there are some of the victims on the top of the page and then below 

them two more pictures – one of mourning students who survived the shooting and another of the 

perpetrator in prison clothes with what seem to be shackles, standing next to his attorney. The 

overall composition seems to try and show the faces of some of those killed by Nikolas Cruz and 

parts of the aftermath which is mostly tears and pain. The six pictures on the top stand in the 

same way the picture of the guns stood over the survivors in the second NY Times front page. 

Only here it is the students who died that will forever stay in the shooter’s consciousness. The 

biggest picture of the eight displayed is that of the shooter himself. This seeks to expose the 

troubled man as much as possible. Identically to the articles which were examined in the 

discourse analysis, this placement of the shooter in a central place automatically puts the guns out 

of sight. Also, the choice of article under the pictures is quite confusing as it seems that it does 

not to have much in common with them. There is also an interesting segment left to guide the 

readers to other pages of the newspaper which contain more related articles. There can be little 

surprise to find out that the one which is mentioned first is headlined: “President Trump says U.S. 

needs to tackle mental health.” 

 In conclusion to this analysis we can agree on the fact that, much like the articles, this 

front page does not help the readers focus their attention on the main problem and further 

centralizes Nikolas Cruz. 
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Chapter Three: Lobbying for Guns 

The National Rifle Association, commonly known as the NRA, was established in 1871 

by William Conant Church, who ironically at one point of his life was the Washington 

correspondent of the New York Times, and George Wood Wingate. The two men recognized the 

need for better marksmanship in the Army as records of the Civil War indicated that Union 

troops fired about 1000 rifle shots for each Confederate hit. This lead to the construction of 

shooting ranges for target practice. So the main problems which the NRA was first occupied with 

were not lobbying against gun control legislation. In fact, according to Adam Winkler in 

(Winkler, Gunfight: The Battle Over the Right to Bear Arms in America), a gun law expert, “for 

much of its history the NRA supported rather extensive gun control laws.” He also claims that,  

 

when a wave of laws requiring a license to carry a concealed weapon swept the nation in 

the 1920s and 1930s, leaders of the NRA were closely involved with the drafting of bills, 

which they then lobbied state governments to adopt. It wasn’t until the 1970s that the 

NRA became the political powerhouse committed to a more extreme view of gun rights 

we know today.  

 

This turn in the 70s made the NRA’s donors and members into political resources. With 

the money gathered by them the NRA was and still is able to gain influence in Congress. So 

much so that in 1998, the Political Victory Fund ranked the organization as “one of the biggest 

spenders in congressional elections”. The NRA grew bigger every year reaching a revenue of 

more than $400 million in 2016.  

It will become quite clear in the following lines that one can buy influence in the 

Legislative branch of the U.S. Government. This can be extremely dangerous as the events of the 

shooting in Parkland have revealed. What I mean by this is that the NRA strives to stop any form 

of gun control legislation both on the federal and state level. Including a gun violence restraining 

order, or GVRO, which is adopted by many of the states but not Florida. The most important 

provision of this order is that it allows household members and police officers to file a report 

asking for such an order. According to Reuters (Bellon):  
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Connecticut, Indiana, Texas, California, Washington and Oregon allow law enforcement 

to seek such an order. With a GVRO the initial hearing takes place without the subject 

present, and the subject usually will not learn a restraining order has been issued until 

police contact them about turning over their guns. A hearing will then follow two or three 

weeks later, after which the order may be vacated or extended for up to a year. However, 

the NRA has opposed such laws as violating gun owners’ due process rights. 

 

And this is exactly what I mean by dangerous. Because of the lobbying efforts of the 

NRA a GVRO in Florida was not passed neither before nor after the shooting. And this horrific 

accident may occur again at any moment for the same reasons as the one which is the topic of this 

investigation. This can be considered an explanation of why the pre-planned shooting in Parkland 

could not have been averted. 

 One might think that this sort of accident would cause people to give or at least think about 

giving away their guns. Quite the opposite. After a mass shooting the donations to the NRA surge 

because people are afraid that “the big bad Government” will want to take what is lawfully theirs.  

Which brings us back to the NRA’s sponsors and contributors, mentioned briefly at the start of 

this chapter. Or, in other words, the individuals and groups which fuel the Association with 

money. It is only natural that some of the big gun manufacturers donate millions to the NRA. 

However, one might be surprised by the revelation that most of the money the NRA collects 

comes from individuals. Especially when it comes to their political activity, since big 

corporations are barred from donating to the NRA’s political action committee, or PAC, which 

the agency uses to fill campaign coffers, run ads and send out mailers, people who go door to 

door to voice support for or decree against candidates during elections, found CNNMoney (Ellis 

and Hicken). What they also state is that:  

 

Since 2005, the NRA Political Victory Fund has received nearly $85 million in 

contributions from individual donors. After the 2012 Sandy Hook shooting, donations to 

this political action committee surged as gun owners worried that their rights to buy and 

own guns were at risk. The call for stricter gun control laws from leaders like President 

Obama in the wake of this tragedy fueled these fears and prompted the NRA to rally its 

members to fight against news regulations. 
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So from what we can gather, the National Rifle Association fuels everyday Americans’ 

fears in order to get the funding necessary to have influence in Washington. Again according to 

CNN Money (Ellis and Hicken) there is evidence that a man (unnamed individual) has donated 

$50,050 since 2005. He claimed that he wanted to do everything possible to preserve his 

freedoms. And this is where the NRA’s efforts of turning fear into profit are most noticeable. No 

one is actually threatening this person’s freedoms. If an American citizen has no criminal record, 

no pending investigations against them, is not mentally ill and has purchased their firearms 

legally no one has the legal right to take them away, including both the Federal and State 

Governments. Nor does anyone want to. Most gun control legislation tries to control guns for the 

sake of people’s safety and not take them away altogether, i.e. restricting a person who matches 

any one of the abovementioned criteria from obtaining a firearm. And the interesting thing is that 

most Americans support stricter gun laws but think that lawmakers will not take appropriate 

action. These revelations came after a Reuters/Ipsos poll which was released just last February 

(Kahn).  

 

According to the poll, 69 percent of Americans, including 85 percent of Democrats and 

57 percent of Republicans, want strong or moderate restrictions placed on firearms. To 

stop gun violence, 55 percent said they wanted policies that make it tougher to own guns, 

while 10 percent said making firearm ownership easier would be better. 

  

And yet NRA deems any kind of gun control legislation as a violation of the people’s rights and 

more often than not, their Second Amendment rights.  

 

The Second Amendment 

The Second Amendment to the United States Constitution reads as it follows: “A well 

regulated militia being necessary for the security of a free state; the right of the people to keep 

and bear arms Shall not be infringed.” 

This Amendment has been extensively debated throughout the years. Up to 2008 the 

debate was mostly about one issue – how to interpret it, as an individual right or a collective one. 

However, no one with enough influence or jurisdiction wanted to voice an opinion on the Second 
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Amendment. The Supreme Court usually hears only about 1% of the cases brought up to it and 

presidents or high-ranking public officials tend to lose the support of at least some part of the 

public if they take a side on the argument. Therefore, it was not until the beginning of this 

century with the arrival of the 43rd President of the United States, George W. Bush, did the tides 

began to turn. On October 16, 2001 the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit, 

among other things, held that:  

 

…given their contemporaneous proposal and passage, the amendments of the Bill of 

Rights should be read in pari materia, and amendments which contain similar language 

should be construed similarly. Patton v. United States, 281 U.S. 276, 298 (1930),” cited 

by David Harmer, Securing a Free State: Why the Second Amendment Matters, 1998 

BYU L. REV. 55, 61 (1998). The Court's construction of “the people” as used in the 

Second Amendment supports a holding that the right to keep and bear arms is a personal 

right retained by the people, as opposed to a collective right held by the States. Thus, a 

textual analysis of the Second Amendment clearly declares a substantive right to bear 

arms recognized in the people of the United States. 

 (UNITED STATES OF AMERICA v. TIMOTHY JOE EMERSON)  

 

This was the first time a federal court had decided to interpret the Second Amendment as 

an individual right and not bound to the participation in a militia. The defendant, Timothy Joe 

Emerson wanted to dismiss an indictment against him because he had rejected the idea of turning 

in his firearm because his wife had taken a restraining order against him. Under the law such 

people do not have the right to possess firearms. And although the court recognized his individual 

right to bear arms he still had to stand trial. Therefore, he tried to take his case to the Supreme 

Court but the Justices decided not to hear it as they had done before. 

A year later in 2002, an ambitious lawyer named Clark Neily of the Institute for Justice 

began to consider taking the District of Columbia handgun ban to the Supreme Court. Neily had 

the luxury of time unlike Emerson and could plan his moves in advance. Eventually he teamed up 

with two more lawyers, Alan Gura and Robert Levy, Gura being the one who was to argue the 

case in the Supreme Court, should the Justices decide to hear it. Another major problem which 

the Emerson case had, apart from lack of time for preparation, was that Timothy Joe Emerson 
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was a violent man who had restraining orders against him. Such a person would not make for a 

good face of a Supreme Court case on such a controversial issue and that is also considered a 

reason why the Justices did not want to hear the case. Therefore, Neily’s team screened and 

interviewed people carefully. In the end they chose six plaintiffs. However, of the six it turned 

out that only one, Dick Anthony Heller, had standing, i.e. he had suffered an injury because he 

was turned away when he tried to register his handgun and as a result could not protect himself. 

Eventually the case did reach the Supreme Court where the handgun ban was struck down as 

unconstitutional by 5-4 votes. Or to put it differently, the Second Amendment from that point on 

was to be taken as an individual right allowing people to keep arms for self-protection. This 

decision, of course, did not allow for all people to carry any kind of firearm anywhere they like. 

In other words, the justices indicated that they find many of the gun control laws constitutional. 

Antonin Scalia, who wrote the majority opinion on the case, stated: “Like most rights, the right 

secured by the Second Amendment is not unlimited.” His opinion offers many exceptions and 

states the necessity for the restriction of weapons in sensitive places such as schools, government 

buildings, etc.  

It is definitely worth mentioning what the NRA did in and around this case, or rather what 

they tried to do. For them, the Second Amendment needn’t have been argued in the Supreme 

Court simply because it was too risky. A case of such magnitude could always go both ways and 

Heller was no exception. That is why they tried to kill the case in the very beginning. Alan Gura 

had never argued a case in front of the Justices before, a newbie. Therefore, they turned against 

him after killing the case did not work. The NRA tried replacing him with a more experienced 

lawyer but again failed. Rest assured, if it was up to them the Second Amendment would have 

never seen the Supreme Court. 
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Chapter Four: Loophole(s) and Budget Cuts 

I would like to start this part with a statement: the ruling on District of Columbia v. Heller 

does not mean that no gun control law can be passed ever again. On the contrary, it sifts through 

all the unreasonable ideas and leaves those which have merit. One such idea is the earlier-

mentioned Gun Violence Restraining Order (GVRO) or the budget issue of the Center for 

Disease Control (CDC). Equally important are the “gun show loophole”, straw purchases and the 

budget problems of another government agency, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Explosives.  

On March 30, 1981 John Hinckley Jr. made an attempt to assassinate President Ronald 

Reagan. He failed but he wounded four people - the President, his press secretary James Brady, 

Secret Service agent Tim McCarthy and police officer Thomas Delehanty. As a result of the shots 

fired from a Röhm RG-14 revolver Mr. Brady suffered a very severe wound to the head and was 

left partially paralyzed forever. Prior to the incident Hinckley had been placed under psychiatric 

care and had bought his firearm from a pawn shop using a fake home address. One might easily 

deduce that there were no background checks at the time. And according to James Brady’s wife, 

Sarah Brady, had there been such the accident would have been averted. She became a very 

active gun control advocate and pushed for the passage of the Brady Handgun Violence 

Prevention Act in 1993, which required background checks on most firearm purchases. However, 

there is one colossal loophole. According to ThoughCo. (Garrett): 

 

The “gun show loophole” refers to the fact that most states do not require background 

checks for firearms sold or traded at gun shows by private individuals. Federal law 

requires background checks on guns sold by federally licensed (FFL) dealers only. 

 

This problem is yet to be tackled, the main reason for which, as can easily be seen, is the 

resistance from the NRA. It is worth mentioning that an authorized and licensed seller of guns is 

still required to carry out background checks at gun shows, however unauthorized ones are not. 

Another major problem are the so called “straw purchases”. If person A is for some reason 

banned from purchasing a firearm, he or she can ask person B who might be a friend or family 

member to buy the gun for them. If person B lies about the real possessor of the gun, he or she is 

committing a crime. However, if person B buys the gun as a gift no laws are broken. Both these 

errors in the gun legislation of the United States made for a very deadly combination in 1999. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-federalism-3321880
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Two students, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, from the Columbine High School in Columbine, 

Colorado killed 12 students and one teacher and injured a further 21 before committing suicide 

within the school grounds. The guns they used to carry out this horrendous attack were bought by 

their friend Roby Anderson. She made a “straw purchase” for them because the boys were only 

seventeen and not legally allowed to buy firearms. The trio went to the Tanner Gun Show in 

Adams County, Colorado and obtained their firearms from a non-licensed seller. In essence, the 

NRA is right, rarely are firearms bought from gun shows the cause of death. However, we can 

agree that once is enough.  

Yet, the second time could happen at any given moment. Not only has the NRA blocked 

any meaningful gun control legislation but has also limited both the budget and manpower of the 

federal agencies responsible for the study of study of gun violence (CDC) and its prevention 

(ATF). The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms is:  

 

The federal law enforcement organization within the U.S. Department of Justice. It is 

responsible for the investigation and prevention of federal offenses involving the unlawful 

use, manufacture, and possession of firearms and explosives; acts of arson and bombings; 

and illegal trafficking and tax evasion of alcohol and tobacco. (Wikipedia, Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives) 

 

To the NRA, however, the ATF is the Government’s army of gun-hating men and women 

who at any given moment might decide to take all of the guns away. A notion to which ATF 

officials respond like this: “We always crack up when they’re like, “You’re coming to take our 

guns,” says Corey Ray with an eye roll. Look, we don’t have the people. Even if we were like, 

“Yeah, we’re coming to take your guns,” Ray says, “30 years from now you might get a knock on 

your door.” Corey Ray is a spokesperson for the ATF and his reaction is quite understandable 

once you see the numbers. According to a 2015 Washington Post article based on Congressional 

Research Service, its own estimates based on ATF data and the U.S. Census, America has more 

guns than people, 40 million more to be more precise, or the staggering number of 357 million 

(Ingraham). While the ATF employs around 2,600 special agents (Schatz). Essentially, I am 

arguing that the NRA has absolutely no grounds for saying that the Government might take away 
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American’s guns. The ATF can barely help other law enforcement agencies when it comes to 

tracking down gun origins. Writing the Mother Jones article, (Schatz) states that:  

 

About 370,000 times a year, law enforcement agencies ask the ATF to help track down 

the origins of a gun that’s been trafficked or used in a crime. If the ATF has a gun’s serial 

number—and not all numbers are unique—it will try to track the gun from its 

manufacturer or importer to its dealer, who must turn over its sales record. In high-profile 

cases, the ATF can pull off a trace in 24 hours. But the process can be absurd. The 

1986 Firearm Owners’ Protection Act, passed with the backing of the National Rifle 

Association, outlaws the creation of a national gun registry. As a result, any documents 

the ATF scans must be stored as static images that cannot be searched digitally. 

 

In the 21st century, the age of artificial intelligence, smartphones and super computers, the 

Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives has to sift through static images and has 

no digital database, which ordinary grocery stores have. The list of absurdities goes on with other 

constrains such as the Tiahrt Amendments, which ban the ATF from requiring gun dealers to 

conduct inventory checks. This agency is exactly as big, or small, as the NRA wants them to be. 

Their work is limited and restricted to the point where even their best efforts take too long and 

are often not effective enough. If that is not enough, the National Rifle Association has made sure 

that every attempt for merging the ATF with a bigger and better funded law enforcement agency 

fails swiftly. 

Unfortunately, the ATF is not the only government agency which suffers because of the 

NRA. The federal agency which studies gun violence, or at least is trying to study it, is the CDC 

(Center for Disease Control). According to CBS (Strassmann):  

 

In 1996, the NRA successfully lobbied Congress to put this restriction into the CDC’s 

budget: “None of the funds made available … may be used to advocate or promote gun 
control.”  The NRA was infuriated with a 1993 study sponsored by the CDC that 

concluded having a gun at home offered little protection, but it increased almost three-

fold the risk of one family member shooting another. CDC funding into gun violence 

https://www.atf.gov/resource-center/fact-sheet/fact-sheet-national-tracing-center
https://www.congress.gov/bill/99th-congress/senate-bill/49
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research plummeted 96 percent since 1996, to just $100,000 of the 2012 $5.6 billion CDC 

budget. 

 

Clearly then, the NRA does not want anyone studying gun violence for the simple reason 

that the vast number of firearms that some of their sponsors (Beretta, Smith & Wesson, Ruger) 

manufacture are the main cause of it.   

According to research carried out by the Journal of the American Medical Association 

(Elzerie de Jager, Eric Goralnick and Justin C. McCarty) semiautomatic firearms may be causing 

more deaths than would otherwise occur if they were not used. Of course, these kinds of firearms 

would not be used if having access to them was not so easy. Lawmakers during Bill Clinton’s 

presidency seem to have known this and taken it into account. That is why in 1994 they 

introduced the Federal Assault Weapons Ban (AWB), officially the Public Safety and 

Recreational Firearms Use Protection Act which was signed into law by President Clinton. In 

essence, it prohibited the manufacture for civilian use of some semiautomatic firearms and some 

ammunition magazines, which had large capacity. And even though the law banned such guns 

which were manufactured after the date of enacting the law, legislators still put a sunset provision 

in it. A sunset provision is: 

 

A measure within a statute, regulation or other law that provides that the law shall cease 

to have effect after a specific date, unless further legislative action is taken to extend the 

law. (Wikipedia, Sunset provision) 

 

The key part here is, “unless further legislative action is taken to extend the law.” The act expired 

in 2004 by which time there had been many occurrences which ensured that it will not be 

extended. Those affecting it the most were the election of the Republican Governor of Texas 

George W. Bush as President, the 9/11 attacks and the following war on terror. Americans had 

much bigger issues than gun control. That coupled with the NRA’s growing might mean that 

such laws had no place in Congress. 
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Chapter Five: Australia and New Zealand 
 

A sunset provision is not a way to get dangerous guns out of the hands of everyday 

citizens. As I am writing this paper, the whole world was shocked by another mass shooting, 

although this time not in the United States but in New Zealand. A man killed 50 people after 

shooting at two mosques in Christchurch. Seventy two hours later the Prime Minister of New 

Zealand announced that all military-style semi-automatic weapons, assault rifles and high-

capacity magazines will be banned in New Zealand (Sidhu and Regan). The Prime Minister 

announced: “On 15 March our history changed forever. Now our laws will too. We are 

announcing action today on behalf of all New Zealanders to strengthen our gun laws and make 

our country a safer place.” This statement was received with admirations from top Democrat 

officials in the U.S. Alexandra Ocasio-Cortez, U.S. House Representative from New York’s 14th 

district, tweeted: “Sandy Hook happened 6 years ago and we can’t even get the Senate to hold a 

vote on universal background checks. Christchurch happened, and within days New Zealand 

acted to get weapons of war out of the consumer market. This is what leadership looks like.”  

Bernie Sanders, U.S. Senator from Vermont, who also announced he will be running for 

President in 2020 also reacted on twitter: “This is what real action to stop gun violence looks like. 

We must follow New Zealand’s lead, take on the NRA and ban the sale and distribution of 

assault weapons in the United States.” 

The Prime Minister did not introduce these sweeping changes to the country’s gun laws 

without a plan on how to collect all of the banned firearms from the people. According to (Sidhu 

and Regan): “An amnesty will be put in place for weapons to be handed in…”, and also, “Cabinet 

has directed officials to develop buyback scheme…”  

This move was compared with what occurred in Australia in 1996 when a man named 

Martin Bryant killed 35 people and wounded 18 more. In a few weeks, the then Prime Minister 

with support from high-ranking officials from all six states banned semi-automatic and other 

military-style firearms. Similarly to what New Zealand did 23 years later, Australia put in place a 

buyback agenda which many Australians took advantage of and gave their guns away. And 

according to Fortune Magazine (Leaf):  
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Australian independence didn’t end. Tyranny didn’t come. Australians still hunted and 

explored and big-wave surfed to their hearts’ content. Their economy didn’t crash; 

Invaders never arrived. Violence, in many forms, went down across the country, not up. 

Somehow, lawmakers on either side of the gun debate managed to get along and legislate. 

As for mass killings, there were no more. 

 

It is clear then why many people living in the United States are very unhappy with the 

state of the country’s gun laws. When something as horrifying as a mass shooting happens other 

nations seem to act very, very quickly so that it never happens again while U.S. politicians seem 

scared to enter the gun debate. As was mentioned in previous chapters, for one they lose some 

voter support when they try to tackle the gun problem and for another they get targeted by the 

NRA, which in some cases is the reason for losing support in the first place. I do not want to be a 

bad prophet but a mass shooting will happen again in the United States and most likely not once, 

unless laws are changed.  
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Conclusions 

 

I begin writing my conclusions on June 6, 2019. This is 7 days after the latest mass 

shooting in the United States, so far the worst of the year. A 40-year-old municipal engineer 

opened fire on his colleagues at the local Municipal Center after resigning his position. His 

motives are still unknown; however, the result of the shooting is agonizingly straightforward – 

thirteen people dead, including the perpetrator. He was shot at the scene after a long gun battle 

with police forces. Unfortunately, I did turn out to be a bad prophet. And I have been more than 

once since I finished writing the previous paragraph. This far in 2019 there were 149 killed and 

585 wounded people as a result of gun violence (Wikipedia, List of mass shootings in the United 

States in 2019). The loss of fifty people was enough for New Zealand to take action, more than 

enough. Yet, White House acting chief of staff Mick Mulvaney, who was asked to comment on 

how the Virginia Beach shooting affects the gun control debate simply “trotted out the same tired 

response this administration always uses: It’s too soon to talk about that.” (Davis). This clear 

attempt to divert the conversation can be easily explained. There is an upcoming presidential 

election next year and President Trump would never dare to cross the NRA and the gun-owners 

of America, many of which are part of his constituency. Furthermore, the administration might 

have to wait forever if they want to take action after the mourning period. As can be seen from 

the significant death toll, there is always someone mourning. Also, the argument can be made 

that the introduction and passing of new gun control laws, which will help the prevention of 

further innocent deaths can help those who are mourning their loved ones. Knowing that you and 

the rest of your family are safer now and that your mother, father, brother, sister, cousin, etc. did 

not die for nothing, that their death lead to making the United States a safer place to live in, may 

bring some relief and closure. More than one law, provision and amendment can be passed to 

show those who lost someone to gun violence that their voice is also important. As I noted in all 

of the previous chapters there are countless holes in U.S. gun laws. Holes, made with a strong 

lobbying force – a lobbying force which according to some is getting weaker. According to Eric 

Swalwell, a member of the U.S. House of Representatives from California’s 15th district, who 

wrote an opinion for USA Today, in which he expresses his stance against the NRA and finds that 

thanks to a joint effort by anti-gun violence organizations 17 NRA-backed incumbents were 
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unseated in the last year’s elections. To quote him directly: “The National Rifle Association has 

17 fewer friends in Congress as it holds its national convention this week, thanks to the power of 

Parkland.” (Swalwell) 

The Virginia Beach shooting was also covered by the media, like every mass shooting 

with such a striking number of deaths. Similarly, to what I wrote in the first two chapters, the 

coverage was different depending on which media outlet we read, watch, or listen to. If we take 

the same newspapers that I analyzed in chapters one and two, there are striking similarities 

between how the stories of the two shootings were narrated. While the New York Times used 

graphic images and laid the facts for the reader, the Washington Times used one picture without 

any text on its front page. This is essentially the core of what this thesis was all about – the 

undeniable polarization of what many consider to be “the greatest nation on Earth”. In something 

as simple as the pages of two newspapers, we can find a deep division between people, which is 

further fuelled by corporate interests and their strife for political gain. Perhaps the first step in 

overcoming such societal divides, both manifested through and exacerbated by the media, 

amounts to critically approaching the way news coverage constructs and privileges particular 

points of view. Reading critically these print news textual expressions by applying the relevant 

theoretical approaches offered by media studies allows us to discern the deeper structures that are 

linked to economic and political considerations which underpin these current expressions of “gun 

culture” in the United States.   
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Appendix 

 
New York Times article clipping from February 15, 2018 

A heavily armed young man barged into his former high school about an hour northwest of 
Miami on Wednesday, opening fire on terrified students and teachers and leaving a death toll of 
17 that could rise even higher, the authorities said. 

Students huddled in horror in their classrooms, with some of them training their cellphones on the 
carnage, capturing sprawled bodies, screams and gunfire that began with a few shots and then 
continued with more and more. The dead included students and adults, some of whom were shot 
outside the school and others inside the sprawling three-story building. 

The gunman, armed with a semiautomatic AR-15 rifle, was identified as Nikolas Cruz, a 19-year-
old who had been expelled from the school, the authorities said. He began his shooting rampage 
outside Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in this suburban neighborhood shortly before 
dismissal time around 2:40 p.m. He then made his way inside and proceeded down hallways he 
knew well, firing at students and teachers who were scurrying for cover, the authorities said. 

“Oh my God! Oh my God!” one student yelled over and over in one video circulating on social 
media, as more than 40 gunshots boomed in the background. 

By the end of the rampage, Mr. Cruz had killed 12 people inside the school and three outside it, 
including someone standing on a street corner, Broward County Sheriff Scott Israel said. Two 
more victims died of their injuries in local hospitals. The aftermath at the school was an eerie 
shrine, with chairs upended, a computer screen shattered with bullet holes and floors stained with 
blood. 

On Thursday, the authorities charged Mr. Cruz with 17 counts of premeditated murder. 

“This is catastrophic,” said Sheriff Israel, who has three children who graduated from the high 
school. “There really are no words.” 

Mr. Cruz was arrested in Coral Springs, a neighboring city a couple of miles from the school, 
about an hour after fleeing the scene, the authorities said. He had slipped out of the building by 
mixing in with crowds of students. In addition to the rifle, Sheriff Israel said Mr. Cruz had 
“countless magazines.” 

  

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/15/us/florida-shooting.html
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New York Times article clipping from February 16, 2018 

PARKLAND, Fla. — Before he was hauled into a jailhouse hearing room on Thursday, head 
bowed and shackled at the wrists and ankles, Nikolas Cruz had been causing trouble as long as 
anyone here could remember. 

Neighbors said patrol cars were regularly in his mother’s driveway. More recently, Mr. Cruz, 19, 
had been expelled from his high school. He posted pictures of weapons and dead animals on 
social media. 

Almost immediately after Mr. Cruz turned up at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in 
Parkland, Fla., Wednesday and, the authorities said, killed 17 people with a semiautomatic rifle, 
the disconnected shards of a difficult life began to come together. Students and neighbors traded 
stories of their experiences with him and wondered if anything could have been done. 

Some of the stories fell within the bands of typical teenage mischief-making. But others — 
including a comment on YouTube Mr. Cruz may have posted last year saying he wished to be “a 
professional school shooter” — were considerably more troubling. The comment, left under the 
name “nikolas cruz,” was reported to the F.B.I. by someone who did not know Mr. Cruz, and the 
agency said on Thursday that it had been unable to determine who had posted it. 

Mr. Cruz was taken into custody shortly after the massacre, and was booked on 17 counts of 
premeditated murder. He confessed to the shootings, according to an arrest affidavit. When he 
appeared via a jailhouse video hookup for his first court appearance on Thursday, the judge asked 
him whether he understood his circumstances. 

Washington Times article clipping from February 15, 2018 

A 19-year-old man opened fire Wednesday on students at his former high school in Parkland, 
Florida, killing at least 17 people, leaving 14 others wounded, and sparking anew debates over 
troubled teens, firearms and school safety. 
 
Police said Nikolas Cruz, who had been expelled from Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, 
started the killing spree outside the building. He then carried an AR-15 into the building, where 
students and teachers were surprised by a late-afternoon fire alarm and then the sounds of 
gunfire, police said. 
 
They ducked under desks and locked themselves in closets as the gunman roamed, apparently 
killing indiscriminately before fleeing the building. 
Police caught up with Mr. Cruz about a mile from the school and arrested him without further 
violence. 
 
“It’s a horrific, horrific day,” Broward County Sheriff Scott Israel said as he announced the death 
toll at around 6:30 p.m. “Just horrible, absolutely horrible.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/15/us/florida-shooting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/14/us/parkland-school-shooting.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/15/us/politics/nikolas-cruz-youtube-comment-fbi.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/15/us/politics/nikolas-cruz-youtube-comment-fbi.html
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He said investigators were searching for a motive and had begun perusing Mr. Cruz’s online 
presence. He called some of the early findings “very, very disturbing.” According to Fox News, 
Mr. Cruz’s social media accounts and interviews with friends indicate he was “clearly obsessed 
with guns.” 
 
Sen. Marco Rubio, Florida Republican, told local TV that, based on his conversations with law 
enforcement officials, he believed the attack was carefully planned and not an impulsive reaction 
to a snub or disappointment. 
“This was not someone who decided to do this 10 minutes before,” he said. Mr. Rubio wrote on 
his Twitter account: “It is clear attack was designed & executed to maximize loss of life.” 
 
But, Broward County Public Schools Superintendent Robert W. Runcie said, while “there could 
have been signs out there … we didn’t have any warning or phone calls or threats that were 
made.” 
 

The sheriff described a scene of death spreading from the Douglas High School, where a dozen 
bodies — both students and adults — were found, outside the building and into the street, where 
there were three more bodies. Two other people died from wounds after being taken to a hospital. 

Washington Times article clipping from February 16, 2018 

The teenager accused of one of the worst school shootings in U.S. history exhibited warning 
signs of violent intentions. 
 
“I’m going to be a professional school shooter,” a YouTube user with the screen name “Nikolas 
Cruz” posted in September. The FBI was alerted and reviewed databases, but a spokesman said 
the FBI found no information to positively identify anyone and no connection to South Florida. 
Nikolas Cruz was ordered held without bond Thursday, as the nation mourned and searched for 
answers to the slaughter that left 17 dead at a Florida high school. 
 
A shackled Mr. Cruz, 19, appeared in a heavily guarded courtroom in Fort Lauderdale to hear the 
charges of premeditated murder against him. He stood silently with his head down, answering 
only “yes ma’am” when the judge asked if his name was correct. 
 
One of his public defenders described the orphaned Mr. Cruz as a “deeply troubled child.” A 
police report said he had confessed to the shootings. He was on a suicide watch in jail. 
The Anti-Defamation League, a group that monitors racist organizations, said Mr. Cruz was a 
member of a white supremacist group called the Republic of Florida and had participated in 
paramilitary exercises. A leader of the group confirmed to The Associated Press that Mr. Cruz 
was a member but later issued a statement saying there had been a “misunderstanding.” 
 
A Leon County Sheriff’s Office spokesman said later that the investigators had not found any ties 
between Mr. Cruz and the white nationalists. 
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