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For data on gun-related 
violence see https://www.
gunviolencearchive.org/

For data on mass shootings by 
gender see https://www.statista.
com/statistics/476445/mass-
shootings-in-the-us-by-shooter-
s-gender/

For the National Council report 
see https://www.
thenationalcouncil.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/08/Mass-
Violence-in-America_8-6-19.pdf

For the analysis of evidence on 
gun policies in the USA see 
https://www.rand.org/content/
dam/rand/pubs/research_
reports/RR2000/RR2088/RAND_
RR2088.pdf

For data on firearm deaths see 
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/
fastats/injury.htm

For data on the cost of gun 
violence see https://www.
motherjones.com/
politics/2015/04/true-cost-of-
gun-violence-in-america/

Reaching critical mass on mass shootings
In just over a week, a spate of mass shootings 
devastated the USA: in Gilroy, CA, on July 28, 2019, 
three people were killed and 12 injured at a festival; in 
El Paso, TX, on Aug 3, 22 were killed and 24 injured at 
a shopping centre; and in downtown Dayton, OH, on 
Aug 4, another nine were killed and 27 were injured. It 
has left the country aghast, overwhelmed, and looking 
for answers to whether and how these killings can be 
prevented. Over 250 separate mass shootings have 
occurred in 2019. Although rare in the scope of gun 
violence, the seemingly unpre dictable nature of these 
tragic events has begun to chisel away at the public’s 
reluctance toward gun reform. The refrain of anguished 
citizens to an inert government has become: “Do 
something!” But a resolution to stop mass shootings 
and the catastrophic cycle of gun violence cannot occur 
without a deep reckoning with underlying cultural forces.

The epicentre of nearly every mass shooting in the USA is 
a man. In the forensic unpacking, the shared characteristics 
of shooters—misogyny, alienation, and hate—emerge. 
Angry and socially disengaged, he finds solace in racist 
or extremist ideologies online. Rejected by females, he 
identifies as an involuntary celibate or “incel”, he demeans 
women and blames minorities, threatening violence. At 
some unknown point of personal crisis, he takes aim at 
infamy by destroying as many lives as he can in a moment. 
The staggering lopsidedness of male perpetrators in mass 
shootings behooves investigating the social mechanisms 
and influences that may inter act with maladaptive beliefs, 
reinforce hegemonic masculinity, or make seductive the 
annihilation of oneself and others.

As the frequency of mass shootings has escalated and 
held stable, in efforts to understand the motivations 
behind them, the lay public and politicians have perhaps 
too quickly labelled mental illness as a catch-all precipitant. 
In August, 2019, the National Council for Behavioral Health 
released a report, “Mass violence in America: causes, impacts, 
and solutions”, examining the relationship between 
mental illness and mass shootings. As a framework, the 
report suggests that a community-wide problem re-
quires community-wide engagement and involvement 
to find points for intervention before violence occurs. 
The report concludes that although psychological and 
social functioning aspects might figure modestly in the 
constellation of factors that spur mass violence, to suggest 

that a diagnosable psychi atric illness is a “necessary 
or sufficient” risk factor is a great and damaging over-
simplification, increasing stigma, promoting less effective 
policy strat egies targeting a subset of individuals than 
more inclusive gun-control laws, and diverting attention 
from other mediating factors.

In the present sociopolitical context where the nation 
has more seriously begun to consider the effects of racism 
and sexism, shifting the dialogue away from the systemic 
issues that give rise to mass shootings is by design. Gun-
related deaths in the USA (nearly 40 000 in 2017) carry a 
massive economic toll (US$229 billion, including more 
than $9 billion for medical and emergency care) and mass 
shootings contribute dispro portionately to financial and 
social burdens. Despite these costs, Republicans and the 
National Rifle Association (NRA) continue to propound 
unfettered access to firearms as an expression of liberty, 
stymieing legislation prohib iting high-capacity firearms, 
challenging universal back ground checks, and opposing 
extreme protection orders temporarily removing fire-
arms from those deemed at risk. The far right and the 
Trump administration have fomented and normalised 
white nationalist sentiment and entitlement with anti-
immigrant rhetoric, which is amplified by conservative 
media and then consumed by the disenfranchised. The 
First Amendment (protecting free speech) and the Second 
Amendment (the right to bear arms) have become 
weaponised and mass shootings are one of the byproducts.

The NRA has exhorted that doctors in favour of gun 
control should “stay in their lane”, prompting medical 
and public health professionals who contend with 
its aftermath to assert that gun violence cannot be 
the exclusive domain of politics. On Aug 7, 2019, the 
Annals of Internal Medicine published a call to action to 
underscore that injuries and deaths by firearms, including 
mass shootings, must be confronted with a public 
health approach, to “address culture, firearm safety, and 
reasonable regulation”. The corollary of this charge is to 
acknowledge that despite practical recommendations to 
increase research, to improve screening and interventions 
for intimate partner violence and suicide, and to promote 
sensible access to firearms, the culture of American gun 
violence is bound to a hateful and dangerous undergirding 
of discrimination. Doing something about mass shootings 
will take a critical mass intent on change.  n The Lancet
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