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We have a 
problem: Guns
By Dr James J Zogby 

Once again, mass shootings are in the US head-
lines. And in the aftermath of yet another mas-
sacre of innocents, we are in the throes of what

has become patterned ritual behavior. After the initial
shock, we undergo a brief period of mourning, fol-
lowed by an equally brief period of soul-searching,
data charts reminding us how many have died from
mass shootings in the past month, year, decade, etc;
analysts commenting about what was unique or not so
unique with this particular shooting; and, of course,
finger-pointing at those who we believe have incited or
organized the violence. We conclude the ritual by
debating proposals to address the crisis. 

Weeks later, it’s business-as-usual as we await the
next dramatic mass shooting - which, in truth, is bound
to occur since Americans experience about one mass
shooting a day (there have been 250 such mass shoot-
ings already this year). Even when it’s not a mass
shooting, the statistics are staggering. Last weekend,
for example, while Americans were focused on El Paso
and Dayton, seven were shot and killed in the city of
Chicago with another 46 wounded by gunfire in sepa-
rate shooting incidents.   

To address this challenge, Democrats are offering a
number of gun control proposals that include: A ban on
assault weapons, licensing and tougher background
checks for those who seek to purchase weapons. Some
Republicans, who have blocked most gun control legis-
lation in the past, appear to be warming to the idea of
allowing law enforcement to confiscate weapons from
individuals with a history of violent behavior. More ide-
ological right-wingers, however, bizarrely suggest that
the solution to gun violence, is more guns - in schools,
movie theaters, airplanes, places of worship, etc. 

While, I believe that the gun control proposals make
sense, I remain convinced that we are missing a funda-
mental point. Congress can and should pass an assault
weapon ban and universal background checks for
prospective gun purchasers. There is no earthly reason
why anyone should possess what was designed as a
weapon of war. And if you must get a license to drive an
automobile, why would we ever allow anyone to purchase
a weapon without a license or a background check? 

But these sound proposals alone will not solve the
problem. Nor will the rather bizarre proposals from gun
advocates that we turn our schools and other public
places into maximum security facilities with armed
guards and kindergarten teachers carrying concealed
weapons, or that we allow airline passengers to carry
weapons - thereby creating a “mutually assured destruc-
tion” stand-off on planes, movie theaters, places of wor-
ship, etc. No, our problem isn’t just that our guns are too
sophisticated for our own good (which they are) or that
we don’t have enough of them. Our problem is simpler
and deeper. It is our “gun culture” and guns, period.

My generation grew up playing “cowboys and
Indians” or “cops and robbers”. If we didn’t have cap
pistols or toy rifles, we simply improvised with a point-
ed finger, a thumb trigger, and “pow, pow, you’re
dead”. Today’s children do not play these games.
Instead their guns exist in the virtual reality of video
games in which they act out more fanciful tales of
space invaders and fantasy futuristic heroes, all pos-
sessing more potent weapons. But they will also make
do, when necessary, with sticks or fingers morphing
them into weapons possessed of all sorts of magical
and destructive powers.

Let’s face it - from cradle to grave we are fed a steady
diet of guns and violence. From cartoons, Westerns, or
cop shows, to video games and Quentin Tarantino’s “bul-
let and blood fests”, guns and shooting and killing are
ingrained into our “deep culture”. Like “Mom and apple
pie”, guns have become part of who we are as a nation.
There is a scene in the film noir cult classic “Gun Crazy”
where Bart, the film’s main character, as a young boy is
shown staring longingly into a store window. The object
of his desire is a six-shooter. Unable to resist its call, he
shatters the glass and attempts to steal the weapon, only
to be arrested in the act.

The next scene has Bart standing before a judge
trying to explain his obsession with guns. He tells the
court, “I feel good when I’m shooting them. I feel awful
good inside, like I’m somebody”. Gun Crazy Bart’s fixa-
tion with the weapon is pathological and it leads ulti-
mately to his tragic demise.  In the wake of the 2013
mass murder of 20 little children at Sandy Hook
Elementary School, after President Obama issued an
Executive Order banning assault weapons and limiting
gun sales, I was struck by the look on the faces of gun
enthusiasts lining up to make what they feared might
be their last purchase before “Obama takes our guns
away.” I thought of Bart. And as I watched them sensu-
ally cradling their assault weapons or “zoned out” at
the shooting range, I again thought of Bart, knowing
that nothing good could come of this obsession.

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

Two years ago, America’s white nationalist movement
stunned the country. Neo-Nazi demonstrations in
Charlottesville, Virginia, had turned deadly when a

far-right protester drove a car through a crowd, killing one
and injuring dozens. Some movement leaders regrouped.
Instead of stoking outrage, they set out to build support
with another tack: Looking normal.

The larger goal was what many white nationalists call
“Phase 2” - gaining mainstream acceptance for far-right
ideas widely rejected as repugnant and getting white
nationalists into positions of influence. The normalization
effort included softened rhetoric and social gatherings
that, for many groups, would increasingly replace con-
frontational rallies.

“The strategy is internally focused now - having families
get together,” said alt-right blogger Brad Griffin, a self-
avowed white nationalist from Montgomery, Alabama. He
fondly recalled a river-tubing trip he organized in 2018 for
friends who had attended a local white nationalist conference.
The goal of such low-key gatherings, he said, is to spread far-
right ideology away from the public spectacle of a public
protest. “It’s a lot more fun to do that than to go out and tan-
gle with Antifa” - members of America’s far-left “anti-fascist”
movement - “and get hit with piss balloons in the street”.

Griffin spoke in an interview before last weekend’s mas-
sacre in El Paso, Texas - an event that has scrambled the
calculus for the movement’s aspiring normalizers. On
Saturday, authorities say, 21-year-old Patrick Crusius shot
and killed 22 people and wounded two dozen more shortly
after a manifesto appeared online explaining his motivation
and decrying a “Hispanic invasion” of the United States.

The El Paso attack has also put new pressure on a man
some white nationalists praise as helping advance their
movement: Donald Trump. The US president has come

under sustained criticism for his racially incendiary rhetoric
since launching his candidacy in 2015 - including his repeat-
ed use of the word “invasion” to describe immigration along
the US-Mexico border. On Monday, Trump issued his most
forceful disavowal of white supremacism to date. “In one
voice, our nation must condemn racism, bigotry and white
supremacy,” Trump said in response to the weekend’s
shootings. “These sinister ideologies must be defeated.”

After Charlottesville, the lie-low approach was seen as
a necessity by some in the movement. Many white nation-
alist groups were sued and lost access to social media,
which has caused them to avoid public confrontations, said
Heidi Beirich, who studies far-right groups for the
Southern Poverty Law Center, a nonprofit civil rights
organization that tracks extremists. “We haven’t seen many
rallies since Charlottesville,” she said. The combination of
bad press, prosecutions and lost access to social media,
has “depressed people in the movement” and created a
sense that “maybe the softer approach is the way to go.”

The shootings, and Trump’s repudiation, leave the nor-
malizers in a difficult, perhaps impossible spot. Their gam-
bit was always a stretch. A Reuters photojournalist has
observed the approach up close - at a children’s nursery in
a “church” run by the Ku Klux Klan (KKK); a restaurant-
and-bar that caters to white supremacists in Georgia; a
barbecue held in Arkansas by the ShieldWall Network, a
self-avowed neo-Nazi group with dozens of members.
Even as they described their hopes of mainstreaming,
many members of these and other groups also voiced the
violent tropes that animate the movement. 

One is the so-called Great Replacement conspiracy the-
ory, common in white nationalist circles, which holds that
leftist elites are engineering the replacement of white
majorities globally through policies that encourage mass

migrations as white birth rates decline. The manifesto tied
to the El Paso shooting referenced the replacement theory
in explaining why the shooter chose to kill Hispanic people.

Asked in a May interview how whites could regain
demographic dominance, ShieldWall’s leader, Billy Roper,
told Reuters that promoting a higher birth rate among
white people is helpful, but “bullets” would be faster.
Roper said his organization doesn’t advocate anything ille-
gal but that he “couldn’t disagree” with the goals of the
mass shooter who murdered 51 people at two Muslim
mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand in March. That
killer, too, had cited the replacement theory as a motive.

In a phone interview after the Texas massacre, Roper
said he didn’t support the killings. But the victims, Roper
said, “were just pawns in the Jewish game of demograph-
ic replacement of whites”, adding that such “cultural con-
flicts” are an “unfortunate fact of modern life” in an
increasingly diverse nation moving closer to racial
“balkanization”. 

The strategy of trying to couch such extreme views in
mainstream rhetoric is not new. One of the highest-profile
examples of the normalization tack is that of David Duke, a
former KKK grand wizard who traded the klan’s signature
white robes and pointy hats for a business suit, adopted
more mainstream conservative talking points, and made
the runoff election for Louisiana governor in 1991. Duke
lost by a wide margin but drew support from about half
the state’s white voters. The normalization effort is also not
universal. Some far-right groups are still known for con-
frontation, including the Proud Boys, who last October
fought with people protesting a Republican Club event in
New York City. In Draketown, Georgia, Pat Lanzo runs a
restaurant-and-bar that white supremacists have claimed
as their own. — Reuters

Protestors holding placards are seen as the motorcade carrying US President Donald Trump passes by on its way to El Paso International Airport on Aug 7, 2019, following
his visit after last weekend’s mass shootings. — AFP 

White nationalists’ normalization strategy upended

Moscow regulates 
graffiti, but who 
owns the streets?

Moscow has banned depictions of sex and drugs
from its walls under new restrictions aimed at
drawing a line between art and blight, but is

drawing a mixed response from artists and stirring the
debate on cities’ role in regulating street art. Perceived
by some as an act of vandalism, graffiti painting has
grown in prominence in recent decades, with works by
leading artists like Britain’s elusive Banksy courted by art
galleries and top tier auction houses. As the popularity
and value of street murals has increased, cities from
Melbourne to Bogota have devised rules to define where
- and sometimes what - artists can legally paint.

But the process has proved tricky, raising questions
about how to reconcile conflicting interests over city
walls between property owners, local administrations and
artists who belong to a traditionally rebellious movement,
art and legal experts said. “There is no one right system,”
said Lee Bofkin - co-founder of Global Street Art, a
British based organization that supports street artists.

Moscow rules
Moscow became the latest world city to attempt to

regulate street art when it set down new rules in July

which stated that all murals require prior approval from
authorities as well as property owners. Approval now is
restricted to portraits of outstanding personalities and
works dealing with history, science, sport and art itself.
On the flip side, works depicting violence, pornography,
profanity, tobacco, explosives and drugs are strictly for-
bidden - as is painting during winter.

Applications will be examined by Moscow’s housing
authority in concert with six other departments, including
the prefecture and the architectural committee. Graffiti
artists already faced hefty fines and possible jail terms
for vandalism and now house owners flouting the rules
will have to pay for whitewashing. A spokesman for the
Moscow administration said the rules aimed to rein in
“widespread and uncontrolled” graffiti, and especially
advertising murals that have popped up across the city in
recent years.

“A balance should be struck between private and pub-
lic interest,” the spokesman told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “We hope that instead of advertising, as well
as pseudo-creativity ... interesting and creative works of
artists will appear on the houses that will decorate the
city.” Unsurprisingly, the new regulations have raised eye-
brows with some local artists. Moscow-based painter
Konstantin “Zmogk” Danilov welcomed efforts to stop the
“avalanche of advertising frescoes” passed off as “art,”
but said restrictions on art content and the overly bureau-
cratic approval process threatened creativity.

“The final approval depends on too many people who
are not related to art,” added fellow painter Olga Chikina,
or INEY. Artists, she said, need freedom of expression.

Both painters agreed that many would continue to work
without regard to the new restrictions.

Protect or prohibit?
Other cities have adopted approaches that contrast

sharply with Moscow’s. Colombia’s capital Bogota
decriminalized graffiti in 2011 after a teenage painter was
killed by police, and the city has since become a go-to
destination for street art tourists. Many European capi-
tals have designated areas where artists can work freely,
creating open air museums while cracking down on graf-
fiti in historic districts, said Luca Ciancabilla an arts pro-
fessor at Italy’s University of Bologna.

In an unusual move, Prague this week moved to install
security cameras to protect graffiti on its John Lennon Wall
from tourists who would routinely come to add their own
mark to it, the wall owner and the city’s administration said.
In Italy, cities including Mantua and Bologna have actively
commissioned murals to embellish sometimes poorly
designed suburban council blocks, said Ciancabilla. A 2016
study by researchers at the University of Warwick in
Britain found that the presence of art works in a district
was linked to increasing property values. From a legal
standpoint, cities have the right to regulate what can be
painted, but grey areas remain, said Enrico Bonadio, an
intellectual property lecturer at City, University of London.
Homeowners, however, have a general right to do as they
please with their walls, he noted. In July, a US judge struck
down a New Orleans requirement that property owners
submit murals to the city for a preliminary content review,
saying it violated freedom of speech. — Reuters

Trash for tickets 
on Indonesia’s 
‘plastic bus’

Dozens of people clutching bags full of plastic bot-
tles and disposable cups queue at a busy bus ter-
minal in the Indonesian city of Surabaya - where

passengers can swap trash for travel tickets. The nation is
the world’s second-biggest marine polluter behind China
and has pledged to reduce plastic waste in its waters some
70 percent by 2025 by boosting recycling, raising public
awareness, and curbing usage. The Surabaya scheme has
been a hit in the city of 2.9 million, with nearly 16,000 pas-
sengers trading trash for free travel each week, according
to authorities.

“This is a very smart solution. It’s free and instead of
throwing away bottles people now collect them and bring
them here,” explains 48-year-old resident Fransiska
Nugrahepi. An hour-long bus ride with unlimited stops
costs three large bottles, five medium bottles or 10 plastic
cups. But they must be cleaned and cannot be squashed.
There is a steady stream of people squeezing past sacks
full of recyclables to deposit plastic in four bins behind the
small office and claim their tickets.

Franki Yuanus, a Surabaya transport official, says the
program aims not only to cut waste but also to tackle traf-

fic congestion by encouraging people to switch to public
transit. “There has been a good response from the public,”
insists Yuanus, adding: “Paying with plastic is one of the
things that has made people enthusiastic because up until
now plastic waste was just seen as useless.”

Currently the fleet consists of 20 near-new buses, each
with recycling bins and ticket officers who roam the aisles
to collect any leftover bottles. Authorities said roughly six
tons of plastic rubbish are collected from passengers each
month before being auctioned to recycling companies.
Nurhayati Anwar, who uses the bus about once a week
with her three-year-old son, said the trash swap program
is changing how people see their throwaway cups and
bottles.

“Now people in the office or at home are trying to col-
lect (rubbish) instead of just throwing it away,” the 44-
year-old accountant told AFP after trading in several bot-
tles for a free ride. “We now know that plastic is not good
for the environment - people in Surabaya are starting to
learn.” Other parts of Indonesia, an archipelago of some
17,000 islands, are also trying to tackle the issue. Bali is
phasing in a ban on single-use plastic straws and bags to
rid the popular holiday island of waste choking its water-
ways, while authorities in the capital Jakarta are consider-
ing a similar bylaw to rid the city of plastic shopping bags.
Governments around the globe are increasingly taking
measures to curb the menace of disposable plastic.

A 2016 report by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation
warned there would be more plastic than fish, by weight, in
the seas by 2050. It estimated eight million tons of plastics
enter oceans annually. — AFP

This picture taken on July 21, 2019 shows commuters
exchanging plastic bottles for Suroboyo bus tickets at a ter-
minal in the Indonesian city of Surabaya. — AFP 


