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On December 14, 2012, 20-year old Adam Lanza
broke into Sandy Hook Elementary School in New-
town, CT, killing 20 children and six adults—and
then himself—after first slaying his mother Nancy
Lanza in their home. He used a .223 caliber Bush-
master XM-15 semi-automatic rifle in the killing
spree, but also had on him a 10mm Glock 20 SF
handgun and a 9mm SIG Sauer handgun. He had a
shotgun in his car, and at home police found a .45
Henry repeating rifle, a .30 Enfield rifle, and a .22
Marlin rifle, the latter of which he used to shoot his
mother in the head four times.1 All of the guns were
legally owned and registered, and preliminary re-
ports note that Nancy Lanza was a gun enthusiast
who owned at least a dozen firearms and taught her
son how to shoot them at gun clubs in her neigh-
borhood.2 Every one of the victims is a heartbreak-
ing story, perhaps best captured by the sole survivor
in a first-grade classroom who, after narrowly es-
caping Lanza’s bullets by playing dead, exclaimed to
her mother, “Mommy, I’m okay, but all my friends
are dead.”3 Just imagining a first grader uttering
those words is beyond horrific. 

The response to the tragedy was as emotional
as it was predictable, with pundits and the public
demanding stricter gun-control measures and more
funding for mental-health research and facilities.4

The NRA called on Congress to appropriate enough
funds to post armed police officers at every school
in America.5 President Obama pronounced: “We’re
going to have to come together and take meaningful
action to prevent more tragedies like this, regard-
less of the politics,” then vowed to do everything in
his power to prevent such an event happening
again, “Because what choice do we have? We can’t
accept events like this as routine.”6

That such reactions are emotionally under-
standable should not distract us from having an ob-
jective discussion over whether or not the national
obsession over highly improbable events like Sandy
Hook is the proper use of our time, energy, and re-

sources toward the overall goal of reducing violence
in our society. In fact, the evidence overwhelmingly
shows that contra President Obama’s characteriza-
tion, such events are far more random than they are
routine. They are what Nassim Taleb calls Black
Swan events.7 In this context I shall refer to them as
Sandy Hook Events—high profile, improbable, rare and
unpredictable mass murders. We cannot and never
will be able to predict Sandy Hook Events. We can
postdict them, looking for factors common to the
killers, but the most we can ever do is make statisti-
cally-based generalizations about the likelihood of a
Sandy Hook event happening somewhere sometime
in the future. 

This does not mean we can or should do noth-
ing. It is, perhaps, ironically fitting that the same
day as the Sandy Hook tragedy a Chinese man with
a knife stabbed 22 children and one adult outside a
primary school in the village of Chengping in
Henan Province in central China, resulting in zero
fatalities.8 There really is a difference between a gun
and a knife, and in this case that difference is meas-
urable in the number of survivors. However, it is
doubtful that Americans would vote to change our
government into a Chinese-like authoritarian
regime in which controlling guns is possible but at
the considerable cost of other freedoms. Neverthe-
less, we can build a science-based rational response
in the form of a two-pronged approach: (1) bottom-
up actions by private citizens, experts, and scien-
tists to identify those most likely to commit mass
murder and try to reduce the odds that they will do
so through various interventions (while recognizing
that we can never prevent them entirely); and (2)
top-down measures by government, police, and law
enforcement agencies to continue the centuries-
long trend in the overall decline of violence.

Murder v. Mass Murder
According to the FBI’s crime reports, between 2007
and 2011 the U.S. experienced an annual average of
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13,700 homicides, with guns responsible for 67.8%
of those.9 That’s an average of 9,289 people shot
dead by a gun, or 774 a month, 178 a week, 25 a day,
or a little more than one per hour. It’s a disquieting
thought that every hour of every day someone is
shot to death. By contrast, according to James Alan
Fox, Northeastern University Professor of Crimi-
nology, Law, and Public Policy, between 1980 and
2010 there was an average of 20 mass murders per
year (defined by the FBI as “a number of murders
[four or more] occurring during the same incident,
with no distinctive time period between the mur-
ders”10) with an average annual death toll of about
100, or 5 per shooting.11 Figure 1 graphs Fox’s data.
This averages out to one mass murder every 2.6
weeks, which when clustered in time and covered
in explosive media attention intuitively feels like a
veritable plague of violence. But an average annual
death rate of 100 constitutes a mere 0.01% of the
average homicide total. As well, predicting which
week, much less which day and where the mass
murders will occur is not possible. If we want to
save lives by preventing gun deaths, the larger
problem of individual homicides, suicides, and acci-
dents is the place to begin, not Sandy Hook Events. 

A 1998 study published in the Journal of
Trauma and Acute Care Surgery on “Injuries and
Deaths Due to Firearms in the Home,” stated that
“every time a gun in the home was used in a self-
defense or legally justifiable shooting, there were
four unintentional shootings, seven criminal as-
saults or homicides, and 11 attempted or completed
suicides.” In other words, a gun is 22 times more

likely to be used in a criminal assault, an accidental
death or injury, a suicide attempt, or a homicide,
than it is for self-defense. “Guns kept in homes are
more likely to be involved in a fatal or nonfatal ac-
cidental shooting, criminal assault, or suicide at-
tempt than to be used to injure or kill in
self-defense.”12

The raw figures are staggering. According to
the National Center for Injury Prevention and Con-
trol, in 2010 a total of 19,392 U.S. residents killed
themselves with a firearm;13 in 2010 there were
11,078 gun-caused homicides and in 2011 there were
55,544 gun-caused injuries treated in emergency
rooms;14 in 2010, 606 people died by unintentional
shooting, while in 2011 14,675 were wounded in an
unintentional shooting.15 Ironically—and tragi-
cally—the fate of Nancy Lanza was that of most vic-
tims of a gun-homicide: killed by her own gun in
her own home by someone she knew. 

The problem is murder, not mass murder; indi-
vidual homicides, not Sandy Hook Events.

Who Are These Mass Murderers?
Perhaps if we knew more about mass murderers it
would ameliorate the problem. Not likely. The pop
diagnosis of Adam Lanza as having “Asperger’s syn-
drome,” for example, whether true or not is irrele-
vant and unhelpful because millions of people have
Asperger’s and related disorders on the Autism
spectrum, and 99.99% of them will never commit
an act of mass murder. So the moment we turn to
diagnostic labels we risk a plethora of Type I false-
positive errors of suspecting or accusing innocent
people.

Perhaps a suite of characteristics or symptoms
can help narrow the search. For example, research
shows that three of the most common characteris-
tics of mass murderers are:16

1. Psychopathy or mental illness. Although some
forms of mental illness such as schizophrenia have
been identified as possible triggers of violent behav-
ior, the best candidate we have for a psychological
condition that leads to violence and criminal behav-
ior is psychopathy. According to Robert Hare (With-
out Conscience), Simon Baron Cohen (The Science of
Evil), and Kevin Dutton (The Wisdom of Psychopaths),
the latter of whom I queried for this article, “esti-
mates of the incidence of psychopathy tend to vary
from 1-3 percent in men and 0.5-1 per cent in
women,” and in prison populations, “around 50 per-
cent of the most serious crimes on record—crimes
such as murder and serial rape, for instance—are
committed by psychopaths.”17
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Figure 1. Mass Shootings in the United States, 1980-2010,
tracking incidents, offenders, and victims. In any given year the number
of each bounces around wildly, but the overall averages come out to
around 20 mass murders and 100 victims per annum.
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rates to plummet from almost 1000 per 100,000
people per year in nonstate societies, to around
100 per 100,000 people per annum in Western
societies from the beginnings of civilization all
the way up to the Middle Ages, to about 10 per
100,000 each year by the time of the Enlighten-
ment, to less than 1 per 100,000 today in Europe
and 5 per 100,000 in America. The evidence for
this decline and the factors that caused it are
well summarized in Steven Pinker’s 800-page
The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has
Declined.48

To give just a snapshot of the evidence to sup-
port this counterintuitive thesis, using old court
and county records in England—to cite just one
study summarized by Pinker—criminologists cal-
culate that rates have “plummeted by a factor of
ten, fifty, and in some cases a hundred—for exam-
ple, from 110 homicides per 100,000 people per
year in 14th-century Oxford to less than 1 homi-
cide per 100,000 in mid-20th-century London.”49

Similar patterns have been documented in Italy,
Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands and Scan-
dinavia, and by the same order of magnitude: from
about 100 per 100,000 to less than 1 between the
14th century and the 21st century, as seen in Fig-
ures 2 and 3.50

Pertinent to current events, Figure 4 shows
homicide rates per 100,000 per year from 1950
to 2010 in the United States. Gun control advo-
cates will note the dramatic decline in homicides
during the assault weapons ban starting in 1994,
but pro-gun advocates can point to the leveling
off of homicides in the last half of the 10-year ban
and the dramatic drop after the ban was lifted.
The conclusion from this data confirms the
NRC’s conclusion noted above that the ban had
little to no effect either way on homicides.

As for wars, prehistoric peoples were far
more murderous than states in percentages of
the population killed in combat, as Pinker told
me: “On average, nonstate societies kill around
15 percent of their people in wars, whereas
today’s states kill a few hundredths of a per-
cent.” Pinker calculates that even in the murder-
ous 20th century, about 40 million people died
in war out of the approximately six billion peo-
ple who lived, or 0.7%. Even if we include war-
related deaths of citizens from disease, famines
and genocides, that brings the death toll up to
180 million deaths, or about 3%.54 Figure 5 pres-
ents aggregated data compiled by Pinker from
multiple sources for the percentage of deaths in
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Figure 2. Homicide rates per 100,000 people per annum in five Western
European regions, 1300-2000.51

Figure 3. Homicide rates per 100,000 people per annum in Nonstate
societies v. Western Europe, 1300-2000.52

Figure 4. Homicide rates per 100,000 per year in the United States.
Note the dramatic decline in homicides during the assault weapons ban
starting in 1994, but also note the leveling off of homicides in the last
half of the 10-year ban and the dramatic drop after the ban was lifted.53



volume 18 number 1 2013 WWW.SKEPTIC.COM 33

ARTICLE

On December 14, 2012, 20-year old Adam Lanza
broke into Sandy Hook Elementary School in New-
town, CT, killing 20 children and six adults—and
then himself—after first slaying his mother Nancy
Lanza in their home. He used a .223 caliber Bush-
master XM-15 semi-automatic rifle in the killing
spree, but also had on him a 10mm Glock 20 SF
handgun and a 9mm SIG Sauer handgun. He had a
shotgun in his car, and at home police found a .45
Henry repeating rifle, a .30 Enfield rifle, and a .22
Marlin rifle, the latter of which he used to shoot his
mother in the head four times.1 All of the guns were
legally owned and registered, and preliminary re-
ports note that Nancy Lanza was a gun enthusiast
who owned at least a dozen firearms and taught her
son how to shoot them at gun clubs in her neigh-
borhood.2 Every one of the victims is a heartbreak-
ing story, perhaps best captured by the sole survivor
in a first-grade classroom who, after narrowly es-
caping Lanza’s bullets by playing dead, exclaimed to
her mother, “Mommy, I’m okay, but all my friends
are dead.”3 Just imagining a first grader uttering
those words is beyond horrific. 

The response to the tragedy was as emotional
as it was predictable, with pundits and the public
demanding stricter gun-control measures and more
funding for mental-health research and facilities.4

The NRA called on Congress to appropriate enough
funds to post armed police officers at every school
in America.5 President Obama pronounced: “We’re
going to have to come together and take meaningful
action to prevent more tragedies like this, regard-
less of the politics,” then vowed to do everything in
his power to prevent such an event happening
again, “Because what choice do we have? We can’t
accept events like this as routine.”6

That such reactions are emotionally under-
standable should not distract us from having an ob-
jective discussion over whether or not the national
obsession over highly improbable events like Sandy
Hook is the proper use of our time, energy, and re-

sources toward the overall goal of reducing violence
in our society. In fact, the evidence overwhelmingly
shows that contra President Obama’s characteriza-
tion, such events are far more random than they are
routine. They are what Nassim Taleb calls Black
Swan events.7 In this context I shall refer to them as
Sandy Hook Events—high profile, improbable, rare and
unpredictable mass murders. We cannot and never
will be able to predict Sandy Hook Events. We can
postdict them, looking for factors common to the
killers, but the most we can ever do is make statisti-
cally-based generalizations about the likelihood of a
Sandy Hook event happening somewhere sometime
in the future. 

This does not mean we can or should do noth-
ing. It is, perhaps, ironically fitting that the same
day as the Sandy Hook tragedy a Chinese man with
a knife stabbed 22 children and one adult outside a
primary school in the village of Chengping in
Henan Province in central China, resulting in zero
fatalities.8 There really is a difference between a gun
and a knife, and in this case that difference is meas-
urable in the number of survivors. However, it is
doubtful that Americans would vote to change our
government into a Chinese-like authoritarian
regime in which controlling guns is possible but at
the considerable cost of other freedoms. Neverthe-
less, we can build a science-based rational response
in the form of a two-pronged approach: (1) bottom-
up actions by private citizens, experts, and scien-
tists to identify those most likely to commit mass
murder and try to reduce the odds that they will do
so through various interventions (while recognizing
that we can never prevent them entirely); and (2)
top-down measures by government, police, and law
enforcement agencies to continue the centuries-
long trend in the overall decline of violence.

Murder v. Mass Murder
According to the FBI’s crime reports, between 2007
and 2011 the U.S. experienced an annual average of

The Sandy Hook Effect
Preventing Highly Improbable Mass Murders like that

at Sandy Hook Elementary School Is Impossible, but There
Are Things We Can Do to Decrease Violence

BY MICHAEL SHERMER

warfare for prehistoric peoples v. mod-
ern hunter-gatherers v. modern hunter-
horticulturalists and other tribal groups
v. modern states. The difference is
striking.55

It would behoove us to consider the
fact that this long-term precipitous fall in
violence occurred even while the quan-
tity and efficiency of deadly weapons
evolved into the killing tools they are
today. 

Why has violence declined? The
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes fa-
mously argued in his 1651 book,
Leviathan, that violence would be com-
monplace without a strong state to en-
force the rule of law. As he conjectured,
in one of the most famous passages in po-
litical philosophy: 

In such condition, there is no place for
industry; because the fruit thereof is un-
certain: and consequently no culture of
the earth; no navigation, nor use of the
commodities that may be imported by
sea…no arts; no letters; no society; and
which is worst of all, continual fear, and
danger of violent death; and the life of
man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short.56

Hobbes was only partially right in
advocating top-down state controls to
keep the worse demons of our nature in
check. Trade and commerce was also a
major factor, given the moral and practi-
cal benefits of trading for what you need
instead of killing to get it. I call this Bas-
tiat’s Principle: where goods do not cross
frontiers, armies will, but where goods do
cross frontiers, armies will not. I call it a
principle instead of a law because there
are exceptions both historically and
today. Trade does not prevent war and in-
terstate violence, but it attenuates its
likelihood.57

There are many other important
sources that contributed to the decline of
violence, such as classical liberalism,
book publishing, knowledge diffusion,
and education, all of which led to the Age
of Reason and the Enlightenment, the
rise of science and technology, and the
Industrial Revolution, but arguably more

MASS MURDER

volume 18 number 1 2013 WWW.SKEPTIC.COM 41

706050403020100

Crow Creek, South Dakota, 1325 CE
Nubia, site 117, 12,000-10,000 BCE

Sarai Nahar Rai, India, 2140-850 BCE
Br. Columbia, 30 sites, 3500 BCE-1674 CE

Volos’ke, Ukraine, ~7500 BCE
Vasiliv’ka III, Ukraine, 9000 BCE

Illinois, 1300 CE
Northeast Plains, 1485 CE

Vedbaek, DK, 4100 BCE
Bogebakken, DK, 4300-3800 BCE

Ile Teviec, France, 4600 BCE
Brittany, 6000 BCE

Ctl. California, 1400 BCE-235 CE
Skatehom I, Sweden, 4100 BCE

S. California, 28 sites, 3500 BCE-1380 CE
Kentucky, 2750 BCE

Ctl. California, 1500 BCE-1500 CE
Calumnata, Algeria, 6300-5300 BCE

Ctl. California, 2 sites, 240-1770 CE
Nubia, nr. site 117, 12,000-10,000 BCE

Gobero, Niger, 14,000-6200 BCE
Avg. 21 prehistoric archaeological sites

Ache, Paraguay
Murngin, Australia

Hiwi, Venezuela-Columbia
Ayoreo, Bolivia-Paraguay

Modoc, N. California
Twi, Australia

Casiguran Agta, Philippines
Anbara, Australia

Avg. 8 hunter-gatherer societies

Waorani, Amazon
Jivaro, Amazon

Gebusi, New Guinea
Montenegro, Europe

Yanomamö-Shamatari, Amazon
Mae Enga, New Guinea

Dugum Dani, New Guinea
Yanomamö-Namowei, Amazon

Huli, New Guinea
Anggor, New Guinea

Avg. 10 hunter-hort. & tribal groups

Ancient Mexico, before 1500 CE
World, 20th C. (wars & genocides)

Europe, 1900-1960
Europe 17th C.

Europe & U.S., 20th C.
World, 20th C. (battle deaths)

U.S., 2005 (war deaths)
World, 2005 (battle deaths)

Prehistoric 
archaeological sites

Hunter-gatherers

Hunter-horticulturalists
& other tribal groups

States

Percentage of deaths in warfare
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