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Preserve limits on guns

Case gives court chance to balance individual rights, public safety.

The 1.5, Supreme Court has ruled on dozens of cases invalving guns in the past 69 years, but not since it took
up the case of a bootlegger's shotgun in 1939 has ittangled as directly as it did Tuesday with the meaning of
the Second Amendment.

The amendments text isnt much help. In oddly punctuated 18th century prose, it states that “A well regulated
Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be
infringed.”

Even constitutional scholars disagree over what this means. Does it grant some sort of collective right to own
guns in the context of a militia, or an individual right to all people? Ws always risky to predict how the Supreme
Courtwill rule after listening to oral arguments, but Tuesday's 97-minute debate gave the justices plenty of
chances to tip their hands.

Enough of them did so — Justice Anthony Kennedy, often the court's crucial swing vote, said flatly that the
amendment grants "a general right to bear arms™ —that it seems likely theyll embrace an individual right when
they decide this case sometime in the next three maonths.

[fthe high court overturns the District of Columbia’s ban on handguns atissue in this case, the crucial question
becomes: Then what? |s there no limit on government's ability to requlate what sort of "arms” a citizen can "keep
and bear™?

What's vital is for the court to protect reasonable restrictions on weapons ownership, including registration of
guns and licensing oftheirusers. It's one thing to recognize a right to own handguns, rifles or shotguns. It's
quite anotherto make it impossible for Congress, states orlocalities to set rational limits on assault rifles,
machine guns, armor-piercing bullets or heavier weapons. That would be tragic.

The court shouldnt make it any easier for the sorts of deranged Killers who have mowed down innocent people
at schools, malls and places of worship in recent years to acquire even more firepower.

Encouragingly, even some ofthe court's most consenvative members seemed to be wrestling Tuesday with how
to strike the right balance. Justices repeatedly explored whether the right to bear arms is limited to those
commaon atthe time the amendment was written — chiefly rifles and pistols — or to today's similar, commoaonly
owned versions.

Justice Antonin Scalia, long an anchor of the court’s conservative wing, disagreed with the lawyer for the District
of Columbia over whether the lower court decision that struck down the D.C. handgun ban also opened the door
to weapons now subject to federal restriction.

| didnt read itthat way,” Scalia said. "I thought (the lower court) said it had to be the kind of weapon ... thatis
commaon far the people to have. .. | dont know that a lot of people have machine guns ar armaor-piercing
bullets.”

This case gives Scalia and the other justices a rare chance to establish a sensible middle-ground on a hot-
button issue. The court shouldnttake guns away from people who use them responsibly for spart or self-
defense. Mor should it handcuff government's ability to keep the most dangerous weapons out of the hands of
the maost dangerous people.



