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Abstract 

 

Stemming from Max Weber (1946 [1919]), many sociologists understand legitimate violence 

as monopolized by the state. The literature has established that for the state to maintain 

legitimacy it must either demonstrate sustained efficacy or have its legitimacy based on the 

values of its citizens (Lipset 1963). The statistics on gun control in the United States (Giffords 

Law Center 2020) and sociological literature (e.g. Hill et al. 2020a, 2020b) demonstrate the 

sustained inefficacies of gun rights. Thus, this article investigates the legitimacy of these rights 

in terms of voters’ political values. I use a case set (Small 2009) of 120 voters interviewed in 

Arizona from 2013-2015. My analysis is an example of qualitative secondary analysis 

(Duchesne 2017; Belot and Van Ingelgom 2017; Davidson et al. 2019). My findings confirm 

and extend the literature on the bases of legitimate violence in the United States (e.g. Shapira 

and Simon 2018; Carlson 2019). Furthermore, my findings provide evidence of voter 

socialization into a political culture that combines public, declarative, and nondeclarative forms 

of culture (e.g. Lizardo 2017). These findings also bridge the sociological literature on values 

(Wuthnow 2008), political sociology (Lipset 1963), the sociology of culture (Miles 2015), and 

moral psychology (Haidt 2012). 

 

 

Introduction 

Based on the work of Max Weber (1946 [1919], 1978 [1922]), many sociologists, 

political scientists, and economists understand legitimate violence as monopolized by, and 

stemming from, the state. Thus, from this perspective, violence by non-state actors that is 

approved or delegated by the state is legitimate (Weber 1946 [1919], 1978 [1922])—for 

example “stand-your-ground” laws. 

Important work has been done on the legitimacy of state violence (Elias 1978; Anderson 

2000; Gong 2015; Elcioglu 2017; Rios et al. 2020), as well as how the violence of non-state 

actors is legitimated. In particular, scholars have investigated the social psychological processes 

(Shapira and Simon 2018; Gordon 2020) and identity work (Carlson 2015) through which non-

state violence is legitimated—as well as how state actors legitimate violence by non-state actors 

(Carlson 2019, 2020a, 2020b).  

The literature has established that for the state to maintain legitimacy it must either 

demonstrate sustained efficacy or have its legitimacy based on values that are widely shared by 

its citizens (Lipset 1959, 1963a). The statistics on gun control in the United States show the 

staggering cost—both economic as well as in terms of human life—of gun rights (Giffords Law 

Center 2020). Thus, given the major demonstrable inefficacies of gun rights, scholars need to 

understand the legitimacy of these rights in terms of values that are widely shared by 

Americans.  

However, there is a gap in the literature concerning the values upon which the legitimacy 

of gun rights is based. For example, classic sociological literature on political legitimacy (Lipset 

1959, 1963a, 1963b) in the United States has largely overlooked voter legitimation of gun rights 

and of violence by non-state actors. Furthermore, the qualitative literature on American politics 

in sociology and political science largely focuses on guns as an identity issue (Carlson 2015)—

which echoes qualitative work in sociology and political science on American politics as an 

investigation of citizens’ identity, deliberation, or attitudes (Lane 1962; Hochschild 1981; 



Conover 1991; Chong 1993; Eliasoph 1998; Soss 2000; Perrin 2005; Prasad et al. 2009, 2016; 

Kidder and Martin 2012; Cramer 2016; Hochschild 2016; Kidder 2016; Pacewicz 2016; 

Skocpol and Williamson 2016; Stoker, Barr, and Hay 2016; Duina 2017; Williamson 2017; 

Schrock et al. 2018; Wuthnow 2018; Dignam et al. 2019; Silva 2019; Curtis 2020; Erichsen et 

al. 2020; Hull and Edgell 2020; Leeds 2020; Ulbig 2020). The aforementioned work makes 

important contributions to our understanding of politics in America from the perspective of 

citizens but has overlooked legitimacy and citizens' political legitimations (e.g. Vila-Henninger 

2018, 2020a).  

Therefore, in this article, I investigate the political values upon which voters' 

legitimations and delegitimations (Vila-Henninger 2018, 2020a) of gun rights in the United 

States are based. I will then analyze how the uses of these values intersect with frames used to 

legitimate the violence of non-state actors (Shapria and Simon 2018; Carlson 2019). I do so by 

applying Michael Burawoy’s (1998, 2009; Sallaz 2009) “Extended Case Method” to semi-

structured interviews (Vila-Henninger 2019b) to perform an analysis that is analogous to 

abduction (Timmermans and Tavory 2012; Tavory and Timmermans 2014; Carlson 2019). My 

approach then echoes that of Jennifer Carlson’s (e.g. 2019) abductive analysis of the 

legitimation of gun rights. 

For this analysis, I use a case set (Small 2009) of 120 voters interviewed in Arizona 

from 2013-2015. My analysis is a form of qualitative secondary analysis (Duchesne 2017; Belot 

and Van Ingelgom 2017; Hughes and Tarrant 2020). In particular, I apply the approach of “Big 

Qual” (Davdison et al. 2019) in which I searched for keywords in the corpus and then coded 

passages in which those keywords appeared. Accordingly, the keywords I used were “gun,” 

“shooting,” and “arms.”  

 I proceed with this article in five steps. First, I outline the relevant literature and theory. 

Second, I discuss analytical strategy and methods. Third, I provide definitions of the codes I 

used in my analysis. Fourth is my qualitative analysis. Fifth, I discuss my findings. 

 

Theory and Literature Review  

  

Max Weber and Legitimate Violence 

 For Max Weber (1946 [1919], 1978 [1922]), the use of legitimate violence is a central 

characteristic of the state. Weber argued that without the monopolization of the legitimacy of 

violence by the state, society would descend into anarchy. The state then allows non-state actors 

to use violence legitimately, but the legitimacy of said violence is given—or taken away—by 

the state (Weber 1946 [1919]; Elias 1978; Anderson 2000; Gong 2015; Elcioglu 2017; Carlson 

2019, 2020a, 2020b; Rios et al. 2020)—as we can see in “stand-your-ground” laws.  

The role of citizens in determining the legitimacy of violence has received increasing 

attention. Scholars have investigated the social psychological processes (Shapira and Simon 

2018; Gordon 2020) and identity work (Carlson 2015) through which non-state violence that is 

sanctioned by the state is legitimated. Conversely, Gordon (2020) provides compelling 

evidence of legitimation processes in which the legitimacy of the violence of non-state actors 

stems from citizens rather than the state. However, there is a gap in the literature concerning 

the role of voters—who are at the intersection of state and non-state legitimacy. 

 

Gun Rights and Legitimacy  

On the one hand, voters are private actors and thus can utilize state legitimated forms of 

violence for such actors—for example, via gun rights. On the other, state legitimacy is based 

on the political norms, beliefs, and values of voters (Lipset 1959, 1963a, 1963b; Beetham 1991; 

Beetham and Lord 1998; Van Ingelgom 2014; Vila-Henninger 2020a, 2020b). This perspective 

stems from the Weberian tradition that power is legitimate when it is accepted on normative 



grounds (Weber 1978 [1922]; Lipset 1963a). The argument, then, is that the state’s only hopes 

of retaining legitimacy are either through demonstrated sustained efficacy or by basing itself on 

values shared by its citizens (Lipset 1959, 1963a, 1963b, 1989). 

Here we see the importance of the legitimacy literature for understanding the 

relationship between the legitimacy of state violence and the values of citizens. Far from 

demonstrating sustained efficacy, gun rights have led to an increasing amount of violence—

including mass shootings in the United States—that has resulted in an astounding amount of 

human deaths (Giffords Law Center 2020). Gun rights also allow violence that results in a 

staggering cost to the US economy, as well as American taxpayers (Giffords Law Center 2020).  

Furthermore, these rights have little to no established public health benefits (e.g. Dowd-

Arrow et al. 2019; Hill et al. 2020a, 2020b). For example, Terrence Hill and colleagues found 

that while gun ownership is negatively associated with fears and phobias (Dowd-Arrow et al. 

2019), gun ownership is unrelated to happiness (Hill et al. 2020a) or sleep health (Hill et al. 

2020b). 

The alternative, from the perspective of the legitimacy literature, is that the sustained 

legitimacy—and potential illegitimacy—of gun rights is rooted in values that are widely held 

by citizens (Lipset 1959, 1963a, 1963b, 1989; for an empirical analysis see Vila-Henninger 

2020a). Thus, to understand the sustained legitimacy of gun rights despite key demonstrated 

sustained inefficacies, we need to understand the basis of this legitimacy in the values of voters. 

Studying the legitimacy of gun rights in the United States in terms of the values of 

American voters helps to fill a gap in the qualitative literature on guns in the United States. This 

literature largely sees guns rights as an identity issue (Carlson 2015)—which echoes qualitative 

work in sociology and political science on American politics as an investigation of citizens’ 

identity, deliberation, or attitudes (Lane 1962; Hochschild 1981; Conover 1991; Chong 1993; 

Eliasoph 1998; Soss 2000; Perrin 2005; Prasad et al. 2009, 2016; Kidder and Martin 2012; 

Cramer 2016; Fields 2016; Hochschild 2016; Kidder 2016; Pacewicz 2016; Skocpol and 

Williamson 2016; Stoker, Barr, and Hay 2016; Duina 2017; Williamson 2017; Schrock et al. 

2018; Wuthnow 2018; Dignam et al. 2019; Silva 2019; Curtis 2020; Erichsen et al. 2020; Hull 

and Edgell 2020; Leeds 2020; Ulbig 2020). The aforementioned work, which builds on 

quantitative scholarship (e.g. Converse 1964; Kinder and Kiewiet 1981; Kinder and Kalmoe 

2017), has overlooked the role of legitimacy. 

 

Values  

Furthermore, proceeding with this analysis helps to address a key gap in the sociological 

literature on values. For example, in the sociology of culture, neither advocates (e.g. Miles 

2015) nor critics (Martin and Lembo 2020) of the concept of “values” integrate accounts of 

values from political sociology (Lipset 1963a, 1963b, 1989). Traditionally, sociologists have 

analyzed values using a functionalist framework (Parsons and Shils 1951). However, others 

have applied the framework of Max Weber to analyze values as they developed historically. 

Seymour Lipset in particular developed an agenda for doing so (Lipset 1963a, 1963b, 1989)—

which has developed into a fruitful empirical literature (Baer et al. 1990; Baxter-Moore et al. 

2018; Besley and Persson 2019). Recent work, however, has turned to moral psychology to 

develop a framework for understanding values (Hitlin and Vaisey 2013; Longest, Hitlin, and 

Vaisey 2013; Vaisey and Miles 2014; Miles 2015; Miles and Vaisey 2015 Vila-Henninger 

2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2020b). This article seeks to build a bridge between both of these 

literatures.  

To do so, I turn to prominent work in moral psychology on political values from Moral 

Foundations Theory (MFT). This work builds on decades of investigations of the psychological 

differences between liberal and conservative ideology in American politics (e.g. Singer 1981; 



Deutsch 1990; Jost et al. 2009; Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Waytz, Iyer, Young, Haidt, 

and Graham 2019).  

MFT was developed by Jonathan Haidt and colleagues (Haidt 2001; Haidt et al. 2009; 

Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009; Haidt 2012, 2018; Waytz, Iyer, Young, Haidt, and Graham 

2019). This perspective begins with Jonathan Haidt's (2001, 2012) dual-process model—in 

which moral judgment is driven by automatic moral intuitions and moral reasoning occurs post 

hoc to make automatic moral judgments socially acceptable. In the realm of political reasoning, 

the argument of MFT is that individuals are more responsive to discourse that resonates with 

their moral intuitions—which then results in actors' use of culturally-specific "moral matrices" 

regarding political ideology (Haidt, Graham, and Joseph 2009: 115; Haidt 2012, 2018: 114). 

Moral matrices provide a framework for understanding "grand narratives" (Smith 2003) 

regarding politics that can be found in each political ideology’s collective discourse. Each 

collective ideological discourse is then rooted in a "most sacred value" (Haidt 2012, 2018: 296). 

Actors then use their political ideology’s "most sacred value" to justify their political opinions 

and behaviors (e.g. Haidt 2012, 2018: 351, 364-5). 

Each ideology’s most sacred value is theorized to correspond with all of the moral 

intuitions that followers of the ideology tend to share. A most sacred value is then an ideological 

narrative’s foundational goal or moral principle that followers of the ideology will not 

compromise under any circumstance (Tetlock et al. 2000: 853; Tetlock 2003; Graham and Haidt 

2012, 2018: 14; Haidt 2012, 2018: 345, 364). For example, an actor’s use of the conservative 

most sacred value indicates that American conservative political ideology resonates with the 

agent, who is thus equally sensitive to all six moral foundations of American conservative 

political ideology. Conversely, an actor’s use of the liberal most sacred value demonstrates that 

American liberal political ideology resonates with the agent, who is thus is most sensitive to 

the two moral foundations—care and fairness—of American liberal political ideology (Graham 

et al. 2011; Haidt 2012). 

My analysis focuses on two “most sacred values” (Haidt 2012, 2018; Graham and Haidt 

2012, 2018; Vila-Henninger 2018, 2020a) in voter legitimations: the most sacred value for 

liberal American political ideology and the most sacred value for American conservative 

political ideology. On the one hand, American liberal political ideology’s “most sacred value 

[is] care for victims of oppression” (Haidt, 2012: 345) and protecting “the rights of certain 

vulnerable groups” (Haidt, 2012: 212). On the other, American conservative political 

ideology’s’ “most sacred value” is preserving “the institutions and traditions that sustain a 

moral community” (Haidt, 2012: 357).  

Subsequent work has established that American political conservatives are mainly 

concerned with protecting an in-group (Waytz, Iyer, Young, Haidt, and Graham 2019). In a 

broader sense, then, the core of American conservative political ideology is the protection of an 

in-group (Waytz, Iyer, Young, Haidt, and Graham 2019), so American political 

conservativism’s most sacred value is to preserve institutions and traditions that protect a moral 

community or another in-group (Vila-Henninger 2020a). Moreover, regarding government 

regulation, the theory is that "liberals are most concerned about the rights of certain vulnerable 

groups…[while] conservatives, in contrast, hold a more traditional idea of liberty as the right 

to be left alone, as they often resent liberal programs that use government to infringe on their 

liberties in order to protect the groups that liberals care about most" (Haidt, 2012: 212).  

It is important to note that a shortcoming of MFT is that it treats variation in actors’ 

intuitions as stemming from genetic differences (e.g. Haidt 2012, 2018). Important empirical 

work has raised key doubts about this assumption (Hatemi et al. 2019).  

Rather, my article follows Stephen Vaisey's (Vaisey 2009; Vaisey and Lizardo 2010) 

use of Jonathan Haidt’s (2001) dual-process model to develop an account of moral intuitions as 

resulting from socialization. As such, I theorize that most sacred values and corresponding 



intuitions are developed historically and learned by voters through social interaction (Vila-

Henninger 2020b). Actors then use most sacred values often implicitly through topic-specific 

applications of a given value that are available in political discourses from elites (Vila-

Henninger 2019b; 2020b).  

 

Political Values and Gun Culture 

If the (il)legitimacy of gun rights is based on the values of American citizens, then how 

might we expect most sacred values to manifest regarding gun rights in voters’ legitimations? 

To answer this question, we must first turn to the literature on gun culture (for a review see 

Pierre 2019). For example, decades ago, scholars found little differences in the attitudes about 

gun control between Canadians and Americans (Mauser and Margolis 1992). However, there 

is recent evidence that uses Seymour Lipset’s analytical framework (Lipset 1989) to show how 

American political values shape differences between American and Canadian attitudes about 

the role of government (Baxter-Moore et al. 2018). 

In this vein, McLean (2018) confirms Lipset’s (1989) analysis of how the differences in 

values between Canadians and Americans shapes variation in attitudes about guns between the 

two nations. In particular, McLean (2018) finds that much of this variation can be traced to 

American gun enthusiasts’ attitudes about gun culture being rooted in American values of 

individual liberty and aversion to government.  

Other research delves further into American gun culture. For example, Mencken and 

Froese (2019) find that white males in economic distress feel use guns as a way to feel 

empowered. This echoes Stroud (2012)—who finds gun ownership to be an expression of 

hegemonic masculinity.  

Much of the research on gun culture stems back to the work of Kahn and Braman (2003), 

who argue that cultural worldviews motivate attitudes on gun regulation. In particular, they 

posit that egalitarian or solidarity worldviews lead to support for gun control, while hierarchical 

or individualistic worldviews lead to opposition to gun control. Building on this, Wozniak 

(2017) finds that cultural beliefs predict position on gun control but that the strongest predictors 

are political affiliation and political beliefs. Furthermore, Depetris-Chauvin (2015) reveals that 

fears of gun control predict increases in gun purchases, while Kalesan et al. (2016) find a strong 

association between gun culture and gun ownership. 

Furthermore, research on Americans’ attitudes regarding gun rights shows that partisan 

polarization of these attitudes is only beginning (Miller 2019). Rather, factors such as Christian 

nationalism and American sacralization of gun rights—across partisan affiliation—tend to be 

better predictors of attitudes about gun rights (Whitehead et al. 2018).  

However, the media tends to portray these attitudes as polarized by partisan affiliation—

with the argument being that there has been intense partisan polarization in attitudes about gun 

rights in the United States over the past 20 years (e.g. Blanton 2018; Cohn and Sanger-Katz 

2019). Work on partisan fear-mongering in the Obama era concerning gun control supports 

these accounts and demonstrates a strong association between such rhetoric and gun purchases 

(Depetris-Chauvin 2015). Thus, the scientific literature and media accounts contradict, with 

scholarship suggesting that partisan polarization on gun issues is just beginning.  

 

Data and Methods 

  

Qualitative Methods  

In order to analyze voters’ use of most sacred values in their (de)legitimations of gun 

rights, I used semi-structured interview data. These data were collected as part of a larger project 

that selected cases based on respondent partisan affiliation and economic position by holding 

constant many other demographic characteristics. Given the theoretical concerns of the larger 



project for which these data were collected, the project recruited Caucasian, non-Hispanic males 

of European descent from the second congressional district in Tucson who voted in 2008 and/or 

2012.  

These data consist of recorded semi-structured interviews with participants about voting 

for presidential candidates in 2008 and 2012, as well as four different Arizona state ballot 

measures. After each semi-structured interview, respondents completed a brief demographic 

questionnaire that, among other uses, allowed me to determine each respondent’s economic 

position for this article. This project’s research instruments consisted of questions that indirectly 

asked respondents why they voted the way they did. Such instruments allowed for the collection 

of data on voter legitimations. These research instruments followed the lead of well-established 

semi-structured interview techniques (e.g. Lamont 1992, 2000; Swidler 2001, Lamont and 

Swidler 2014). Furthermore, all respondents’ names in this article are pseudonyms. 

This project recruited respondents by using a variety of techniques—including door-to-

door canvassing, referrals, and snowball sampling. For the larger project, there were 120 total 

respondents. The first 100 were volunteers and the last 20 were remunerated. The later 20 

respondents were recruited using online ads for remunerated participation and confirmed that 

the project had reached saturation with volunteer respondents. 

Consistent with literature in political sociology (Brooks and Brady 1999; Manza and 

Brooks 1999; Bartels 2006; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; Gelman et al. 2008; Gelman, 

Kenworthy, and Su 2010; Vila-Henninger 2020a), I determined respondent’s partisan affiliation 

according to the respondent’s vote for president. Respondents for the original study were 

recruited on the basis of having voted for either the Democratic or Republican presidential 

candidate in 2008 and/or 2012. I labeled respondents as a “Democrat” if they voted for Barack 

Obama for president in 2008 and 2012. I labeled respondents as “Republican” if they voted for 

John McCain in 2008 and Mitt Romney in 2012. If the respondents deviated from either of 

these definitions, I noted how they deviated in my description of the respondent in this article.  

Furthermore, I categorized respondents as “High-Income” if their household income at 

the time of the interview fell in the top tercile of the city of Tucson’s household income 

distribution for the year in which they were interviewed. Conversely, I categorized respondents 

as “Low-Income” if their household income at the time of the interview fell in the bottom tercile 

of the city of Tucson’s household income distribution for the year in which they were 

interviewed. For a summary of respondent characteristics, see Tables 1 and 2 (below). 

 

Table 1. Total Sample of Usable Cases 

 Republican  Democrat 

Low Income 14 20 

High Income  19 36 

 

Table 2. Unusable Cases  

 Number 

Changed Party 8 

Third-Party 5 

Middle Income 13 

Missing Data 

(Incomplete Audio or 

Interview) 

5 

 

  For this article, I selected cases within the project’s achieved case set (Small 2009) to 

perform a secondary analysis. I selected respondents to code by searching for the words "gun," 



"arms," and "shooting" in all of my interview transcriptions. This applies methods for secondary 

qualitative analysis from "Big Qual" (Davidson et al. 2019). As the analysis for this article was 

performed years after data collection (2013-2015) and done for a purpose other than what was 

specified by the original research question, I argue that this constitutes a form of secondary 

qualitative analysis (Duchesne 2017; Belot and Van Ingelgom 2017; Hughes and Tarrant 2020).  

Respondents were not directly asked about guns or gun rights but were instead asked 

about how they voted for president in 2008 and 2012, as well as four different economic ballot 

measures that were on the ballot in Arizona in 2008, 2010, and 2012 regarding public education, 

medical marijuana, undocumented immigration, and housing. Thus, the topics of guns and gun 

rights arose naturally in the semi-structured interview and were not a part of any of the interview 

prompts.  

 

Analytical Approach  

I coded interview transcriptions using ATLAS.ti, a Computer Assisted/Aided 

Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS). I analyzed my qualitative data using a 

codebook that I developed over several rounds of data analysis, in which I continually refined 

my codes by using theory-based deductive coding, then used anomalous cases to generate 

abductive codes (Vila-Henninger 2019b).  

In particular, I applied the principle of "Reconstruction" from Michael Burawoy’s 

Extended Case Method (Burawoy 2009; see also Burawoy 1998; Sallaz 2009). Reconstruction 

argues that representation—as used by positivism—is not possible with semi-structured 

interview data. Therefore, instead of generalizing to a population, the researcher performs 

qualitative analysis to build theory.  

The procedure begins with deductive coding by using a “core” theory or set of 

theories—which then provides a framework for identifying theoretical anomalies in the data. 

The researcher then uses these anomalous cases to build theory and generate abductive codes. 

This process, as I apply it, is analogous to abduction, with the exception that abduction begins 

with a variety of theories rather than a core theory or set of theories (Peirce 1974 [1934]; 

Timmermans and Tavory 2012: 171; Tavory and Timmermans 2014; Swedberg 2017; Carlson 

2019; Karell and Freedman 2019). Abduction has been used fruitfully in qualitative sociology 

to study the legitimation of gun rights and violence by private actors (e.g. Carlson 2019). Thus, 

this article seeks to build on this qualitative abductive work.  

To do so, I code “rationales” (Vila-Henninger 2019b). This approach is advantageous 

for studying legitimations because it matches issue-specific legitimations with the broader 

justifying principles or ideas to which the legitimation appeals. A “rationale” is “any application 

of a broader principle in a way that justifies the respondents’ stance on an issue or topic in terms 

that are relevant to said issue or topic” (Vila-Henninger 2019b: 33). Thus, I investigate 

legitimations that are specific to gun rights as instances of either the liberal or conservative 

most sacred value.  

It is important to note here that the goal of my analysis is to build theory. As such, it is 

not generalizable to any population. This makes rationales the immediate outcome of interest 

and the broader political legitimacy of gun rights in America the ultimate outcome of interest.  

 

Coding 

 My codes for political ideology are of rationales of the most sacred value for American 

liberal and conservative political ideology—respectively (Tetlock et al. 2000; Tetlock 2003; 

Haidt 2012, 2018; Graham and Haidt 2012, 2018; Vila-Henninger 2018, 2020a). I thus created 

codes for rationales that were instances of either the conservative most sacred value or the 

liberal most sacred value. 



Recall that the liberal most sacred value is to protect the oppressed or vulnerable and 

the conservative most sacred value is to protect a moral community or in-group and the 

traditions and institutions that benefit that in-group. Based on the qualitative literature on 

legitimations in America of gun rights, I expected Democrats to use one liberal rationale and 

Republicans to used one or more of seven conservative rationales.  

 

Liberal Most Sacred Value Coding 

The intersection of most sacred values and the gun control literature brings us to the 

article of Kahn and Braman (2003), who argue that those with solidaristic worldviews support 

gun control. We can see this as intersecting with the liberal most sacred value of caring for the 

vulnerable or oppressed. Given the staggering amount of school shootings in the United States 

and the relationship of these shootings to public opinion (Wozniak 2017), I expect Democrats 

to express solidarity by wanting to limit gun rights to protect children from school shootings. I 

coded for this deductive Prevent School Shooting rationale when voters delegitimated gun 

rights to "prevent" or "stop" "school shootings." Here, respondents needed to mention 

protecting "children" or "kids." 

 

Conservative Most Sacred Value Codes 

The first rationale is a "frame" (Carlson 2019) or "schema" (Shapira and Simon 2018) 

that stresses a dichotomy: good guys with guns versus bad guys who perpetrate violence. In this 

frame, the "good guy" has to use violence for public safety. Conversely, the "bad guy" is seen 

as evil and a threat to law-abiding citizens—thus justifying lethal gun violence by the "good 

guy." This is called "Gun Militarism" (Carlson 2019) and by utilizing this "good guy" versus 

"bad guy" dichotomy, this frame actually employs a euphemized racial frame in which 

stereotypes of "good guys" are associated with Caucasians and stereotypes of the "bad guy" 

evoke criminality by minorities (Bobo and Charles 2009; Forman 2017). In my respondents’ 

legitimations, I label this the Racialized Moral Dichotomy rationale. This is an example of the 

conservative most sacred value because it portrays the “good guy” as a moral citizen who uses 

gun violence to protect other law-abiding citizens from an immoral “bad guy.” Here, 

respondents must have used words such as “good guy” or “good citizen” in contrast to a “bad 

guy” or “criminal”—or must have illustrated this dichotomy with an example in which citizens 

following the law are threatened by physical violence from some minority group.  

A similar but distinct abductive code emerged that I titled Racialized Gun Control. In 

this frame, respondents drew upon the dichotomy established by "Gun Militarism"—but to 

delegitimate gun rights. The logic is that gun rights are illegitimate because they provide gun 

access to criminals. I coded for this rationale when respondents delegitimated gun rights by 

discussing how the current system "provided" or "gave" "bad guys," "criminals," "gangs," or 

"drug lords" access to guns—which they then used for lethal gun violence. An example would 

be a respondent saying that "drug lords" "come here and buy [guns] because they can't get them 

in Mexico." This example is racialized because it uses the coded language of "bad guys" to 

describe violence by Latinos—and Mexicans in particular. This is an example of the 

conservative most sacred value because it frames "criminals" as using violence to harm moral 

law-abiding citizens. I did not code for this rationale when respondents described criminals as 

using guns to kill each other. 

Another rationale I expected to see was the “Gun Populism” frame from Carlson’s 

(2019) work. In this frame, citizens are portrayed as an in-group—in contrast to the state or 

politicians, who are portrayed as out of touch. This then justified citizens using legal gun 

violence to buttress police force. This rationale, Gun Populism, synthesizes three different "Gun 

Populism" frames from Carlson's (2019) research. The key here is that citizens are characterized 

as justified in using gun violence either to "help the police" or "protect the public." I also coded 



for this when respondents justified gun rights by portraying attempts to curtail said rights as 

"misguided" attempts by politicians. This is an example of the conservative most sacred value 

because it portrays gun violence as moral—thus making gun rights a key tradition that needs to 

be upheld in order to support a moral community. 

Following quantitative research (Whitehead et al. 2018), I coded for Gun Rights as 

Sacred when respondents legitimated their gun rights as “sacred.” Here, respondents must have 

described access to guns in terms of "rights," and then described these rights as "sacred" or 

"God-given." This is an instance of the conservative most sacred value because if provided by 

God, gun rights are then a sacred tradition needed to sustain a moral community. This reaffirms 

qualitative work on guns as a "right" (McLean 2018). 

McLean’s (2018) mix-methods investigation into the values used by American citizens 

reveals two more deductive rationales. First, I coded for Liberty when respondents discussed 

their access to guns in terms of their “liberty.” In the eyes of conservatives, “liberty” from 

government regulation is a central tradition for maintaining a moral community (Haidt 2012, 

2018). I did not apply this code when respondents discussed "bad guys" or "criminals" killing 

each other because of their access to guns and thus dismissed this violence as a “natural 

consequence” of “liberty” without appealing to a vulnerable group or moral community. 

Also drawing upon McLean (2018), I coded for Tyranny when respondents described 

gun rights in terms of “protecting against” or “checking” the potential abuses of a “tyrannical” 

or “overreaching government.” The key feature here is that guns were described as a “check” 

on potential “government overreach.” This is an example of the conservative most sacred value 

because gun rights are portrayed as a tradition that helps to protect moral citizens against the 

potential abuses of an out-group: the government. 

Subsequent abductive codes emerged for the conservative most sacred value. First is a 

code called Distrust of Government Gun Control. This rationale replicates findings from Vila-

Henninger (2020a) on the use of the conservative most sacred value to delegitimate government 

action by portraying the government as unable to "refrain" itself or as "incrementally" taking 

away rights and “overreaching” in its attempts to “control citizens.” In Vila-Henninger's 

(2020a) findings, a proposed sales tax rate increase was delegitimated on the grounds that the 

government did not have the necessary self-control to refrain from continually raising the tax 

rate. Here, a similar rationale emerged as respondents discussed the government as not being 

able to "control itself" or "refrain" from eliminating gun rights. In this rationale, the government 

and/or politicians were portrayed as immoral due to their lack of self-control—wanting more 

and more power over citizens while giving them fewer and fewer rights. In this rationale, then, 

American citizens constituted a moral in-group while the government and politicians were 

portrayed as an immoral out-group.  

Furthermore, the abductive code of Gun Control Protects Family emerged as a 

conservative most sacred value rationale that stressed preserving the traditions that protect an 

in-group. I coded for this when respondents discussed wanting to increase gun control as a way 

to protect the respondent’s “family.” Here, respondents must have discussed “gun control” and 

delegitimated guns as a “danger” or a “threat” to the respondent’s family. In this context, then, 

respondents were worried about protecting an in-group—their family—and wanted to do so by 

appealing to the tradition of gun control. 

Finally, an abductive code emerged that I call Republicans as Mentally Deficient. I 

coded for this when respondents described the gun fanaticism of Conservatives or Republicans 

as a way to delegitimate gun rights. Here, respondents must have used words such as “crazy,” 

“insane,” “gun nuts,” and/or “stupid” to define Republican or Conservative gun owners. I also 

applied this code when respondents described gun ownership as associated with an unstable 

mental state—such as hoarding guns and keeping a “loaded weapon.” This is an example of the 



conservative most sacred value because it stresses protecting an in-group—those without 

guns—from the dangerous out-group of Conservative or Republican gun owners.  

See Table 3 (below) for a summary of rationales and Table 4 (below) for a summary of 

rationales according to income-level and partisanship intersections.  

 

Table 3. Codes for Conservative and Liberal Most Sacred Value Rationales 

Rationale Code Most Sacred 

Value 

Deductive 

vs 

Abductive 

Present 

vs 

Absent 

Legitimate 

vs. 

Delegitimate 

Gun Rights 

Used by 

Republican(s), 

Democrat(s), 

Both, or 

Neither 

Prevent School 

Shooting 

Liberal Deductive Absent Delegitimate Neither 

Gun Rights as 

Sacred 

Conservative Deductive Absent Legitimate Neither 

Tyranny Conservative Deductive Absent Legitimate Neither 

Gun Populism Conservative Deductive Absent Legitimate Neither 

Racialized Moral 

Dichotomy 

Conservative Deductive Present Legitimate Republican 

Liberty Conservative Deductive Present Legitimate Republican 

Distrust of 

Government Gun 

Control 

Conservative Abductive Present Legitimate Republican 

Republicans as 

Mentally Deficient 

Conservative Abductive Present Delegitimate Democrat 

Gun Control 

Protects Family 

Conservative Abductive Present Delegitimate Democrat 

Racialized Gun 

Control 

Conservative Abductive Present Delegitimate Democrat 

 

Table 4. Rationales by Income Level and Partisanship Intersection 

Income Level and 

Partisanship Intersection 

Number of Respondents Rationales (Code and N) 

High-Income Republicans 2 Distrust of Government Gun 

Control (2) 

Low-Income Republicans 6 Liberty (2), Distrust of 

Government Gun Control 

(3), Racialized Moral 

Dichotomy (1) 

High-Income Democrats 2 Republicans as Mentally 

Deficient (1), Gun Control 

Protects Family (1) 

Low-Income Democrats 2 Republicans as Mentally 

Deficient (1), Racialized 

Gun Control (1) 

 

Analysis 

 In what follows, I discuss the three types of rationale use that emerged: 1) Liberal Most 

Sacred Value, 2) Republicans Using the Conservative Most Sacred Value to Legitimate Gun 



Rights, and 3) Democrats Using the Conservative Most Sacred Value to Delegitimate Gun 

Rights. 

 

1. Liberal Most Sacred Value 

 Surprisingly, I found no evidence that a liberal most sacred value was used among my 

respondents to legitimate or delegitimate gun rights. All other studies that have employed the 

most sacred values framework in sociology to analyze American voters’ legitimations (Vila-

Henninger 2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2020a) have found consistent evidence of respondents’ use of 

the liberal most sacred value to legitimate political positions that are traditionally associated 

with the Democratic party. This suggests that the gun debate in America could potentially be 

drawing very little on the liberal most sacred value—which would make this issue different 

from most other issues in American politics. 

 

2. Republicans Using the Conservative Most Sacred Value to Legitimate Gun Rights 

In this section, I discuss the different uses of the conservative most sacred value to 

legitimate gun rights by Republican respondents. We begin with Colin, a low-income 

Republican, who confirmed McLean’s (2018) mix-methods investigation by providing 

evidence of the Liberty rationale. Colin argued that “[t]he constitution...the president of the 

United States, that's his number one job. I mean, to defend that to the max…let's say the second 

amendment. The right to bear arms. We have a right to bear arms, that's it…the only people that 

use guns to kill other people are criminals... I'm one of those guys that...if you don't like this 

country, get out.” 

This is a clear use of not only the concept of “Liberty,” but as Vila-Henninger (2020a) 

demonstrated, the conservative application of liberty. Liberty is the most sacred value for 

libertarians, while for conservatives it is a moral tradition that protects an in-group or moral 

community (also see Iyer et al. 2012; Haidt 2012, 2018). Thus, here we see the classic trope of 

defending gun rights as stemming from the constitution and the “right to bear arms.” However, 

the issue is more complex than merely having rights. The importance of the Second 

Amendment, for Colin, stemmed from the importance of the constitution as establishing 

traditions and institutions that protect and promote an in-group—Americans.  

Here, position on gun rights was portrayed as the ultimate criterion for determining 

whether someone is an American: “if you don’t like this country, get out.” Thus, anyone who 

was critical of the United States and of gun rights was not American according to the 

respondent. In this light, we can see gun rights as part of a set of traditions and institutions that 

define what it means to be American and set the ultimate boundaries for inclusion in American 

society. This explains the use of this rationale by another respondent to delegitimate former 

President Obama and also coincides with the spike in gun sales during the Obama 

administration (Depetris-Chauvin 2015). 

 The Distrust of Government Gun Control rationale was used by five respondents—two 

high-income Republicans and three low-income Republicans. All of these respondents voted 

for McCain in 2008. Four out of these five respondents voted for Romney in 2012, while the 

fifth respondent voted for a third party in 2012.  

The following passage is from an interview with Sherwin—a high-income Republican 

respondent: 

 
Interviewer: Okay, so what are some of the specific things that Obama did to make the country so much more 

unstable? 

Sherwin: Well, it's incremental, but it's big steps, and the biggest one right now is the healthcare end. So, okay, 
so now what they want is single-payer. I mean, this is just… this whole thing is just to funnel us all into single-



payer. So, now they're going to say ((Changes tone of voice)) "Well, we own the healthcare system. Well, you 

can't eat fatty foods. Well, you can't smoke. Well, you have to exercise, or we're going to tax you because it's a 

tax, not a fine. Well, we got too many doctors over in this city. If you get your doctorate and you're a medical 

doctor, you're going to have to move out to Missouri. You can't practice here. We got too many doctors here." It's 

social engineering, rather than letting things flow and take care of themselves, that's the biggest one, and I think 

it's incremental and I see it happening and everybody ((changes tone of voice)) "Nah it won't happen." I've seen 

so many things happen where incrementally that's what they do. They want to restrict guns. Well, you know, I just 

think that's the 2nd Amendment. If you don't like guns then change the amendment.… I mean, we can go on and 
on about the stuff that's been going on. And, I know every administration does their stuff, but I think [Obama is] 

a little over the top and gets away with it.  

 

 Confirming Vila-Henninger’s (2020a) findings, we see that gun control is discussed 

alongside taxes as an instance of the government’s lack of self-control. In this example, the 

respondent described the government as unable to control its lust for power and asserted that 

gun control is part of a gradual process in which the government takes away rights from citizens 

to gain more power. Sherwin described this process as "incremental." The respondent then 

identified the Second Amendment as part of the constitution and argued that if former President 

Obama—who was president at the time of the interview—wanted to enact gun control he 

needed to “change the amendment.” However, for Sherwin, former President Obama could not 

control himself and was “a little over the top and gets away with it.” This was then part of what 

the respondent portrayed as a power grab that was a piece of a broader agenda of “social 

engineering.”   

Here, we see that the respondent characterized the government, and former President 

Obama in particular, as untrustworthy. Instead of seeking to change gun rights through legal 

avenues and “chang[ing] the amendment,” Sherwin asserted that former President Obama 

wanted to trick citizens through a series of “incremental” restrictions to rights. For the 

respondent, this was part of a larger strategy to grab power: “it’s incremental, but it's big steps.”  

This delegitimation is powerful because it speaks to the heart of the conservative most 

sacred value. If the core moral principle for conservatives is to protect the institutions and 

traditions that sustain a moral community and protect an in-group, then this rationale 

delegitimates the government—and those who run the government—as a threat to the moral 

community who try to take away the traditions and institutions that sustain this community. 

Furthermore, because a key element of the conservative most sacred value is the protection of 

a moral community, this rationale fundamentally delegitimated former President Obama for 

conservatives by portraying him as immoral in his supposed lack of self-control and alleged 

lust for power. Thus, in this rationale, former President Obama was not only unfit to oversee a 

moral community, but through his supposed power grab sought to eliminate the traditions and 

institutions that maintained American society.  

As opposed to the Tyranny rationale, in the Distrust of Government Gun Control 

rationale, gun rights were not in place to protect against the potential overreach of the 

government. Similarly, as opposed to the Gun Rights as Sacred or Liberty rationales, the issue 

was bigger than gun rights per se. Instead, for the Distrust of Government Gun Control 

rationale, the government itself was untrustworthy due to its alleged immoral character. Thus, 

citizens’ rights, rather than government regulation, were the foundation of a moral community.  

For the Distrust of Government Gun Control rationale, the government was spiraling 

out of control in a power-hungry drive for dominance over citizens. Therefore, the government 

was unable to morally regulate guns because it was not moral itself and thus was unable to 

demonstrate the self-control needed to govern. This is similar to the Racialized Moral 

Dichotomy rationale’s use of a moral dichotomy—however in the Distrust of Government Gun 

Control rationale, the government—rather than minorities—is demonized as “the bad guy.”  

Furthermore, while the Distrust of Government Gun Control is similar to the Gun 

Populism rationale, the Distrust of Government Gun Control rationale stresses the lack of self-



control of the government as a way to morally delegitimate the government’s ability to regulate 

guns. This is an instance of the conservative most sacred value because it conceptualizes 

citizens and citizens’ rights as the foundation of a moral community—and juxtaposes these 

rights with the allegedly power-mad government that is unable to refrain from abusing its 

powers. This confirms findings that showed a spike in gun purchases following fear-mongering 

about former President Obama supposedly eliminating gun rights (Depetris-Chauvin 2015). 

 Evidence of the Racialized Moral Dichotomy confirms and builds theory by Shapira and 

Simon (2018) and by Carlson (2019). Most notably, this rationale demonstrates a frame that 

Carlson (2019) provided evidence of in police chiefs’ legitimations of citizens' violence. This 

frame legitimates violence by citizens by using a racialized dichotomy (Bobo and Charles 2009; 

Forman 2017) between "good guys" and "bad guys." The portrayals of "good guys" then draw 

upon positive stereotypes of Caucasians, while the characterization of "bad guys" draws upon 

negative stereotypes of minorities. Ronald, a low-income Republican, made the racial element 

of this dichotomy explicit in his description of whom in society he thought would benefit from 

McCain being elected in 2008:  

  
The border patrol definitely would have…The ranchers along the border would have gotten the support they 

needed. They’re still coming across the border trashing people’s lands. I’ve seen the pictures, okay? They killed a 

couple down on the border, somewhere down there, and the house up the street they didn’t. The woman fought 

back. One of the women fought back. There are stories like that. A couple that just moved down here, a father, his 

kids, stuff like that, his eight-year-old can fire a pistol. He never leaves the house without [his gun] because there 

are people coming across the property at all hours of the day and night. And he’s told his kid: “If anybody comes 

near you and tell them stop, if they take another step, shoot them.” That’s the life on the border right now. 
 

 Here we see Ronald make explicit what Carlson (2019) finds implicitly in the 

legitimations of police chiefs. Ronald identified undocumented immigrants as an allegedly 

dangerous group that, in his portrayal, presented a threat to the physical safety of the law-

abiding citizens who lived on the border. This racial element of the “bad guy” frame was made 

explicit when Ronald identified undocumented immigrants coming from Mexico as justifying 

lethal gun violence by citizens. The “good guy” portrayal still implicitly referred to Caucasians, 

but the respondent explicitly demonized undocumented immigrants by asserting that they 

flaunted the law and terrorized innocent citizens. Undocumented immigrants then, in this 

portrayal, merited lethal force against them by law-abiding, presumably Caucasian, citizens. 

This passage established a clear racialized moral dichotomy in which a moral community—

law-abiding Caucasian citizens—needed traditions—such as gun rights—to protect themselves 

from an immoral Hispanic out-group that presented what was portrayed to be an extreme threat 

to the safety of the moral Caucasian community. 
   

3. Democrats Using the Conservative Most Sacred Value to Delegitimate Gun Rights 

Three abductive conservative most sacred value rationale emerged among my 

respondents. These three were exclusively used by Democratic voters. First, the Gun Control 

Protects Family rationale was used by only one respondent, Duane, who was high-income and 

voted for Barack Obama in 2008 and 2012. The respondent mentioned gun control seven 

different times throughout his interview. In particular, the participant began by legitimating his 

vote for Obama in 2008. He explained that if McCain would have won that it would have led 

to “things like increased military spending, which would just kind be a general militarization 

of American society. It would be the end of gun control, which is a danger to my family.”  

  Here, we see the respondent use the Gun Control Protects Family rationale by 

describing the "end of gun control" as being a "danger to my family." Later the respondent 

discussed the issue in terms of personal safety. While this rationale was only used by a 



Democrat in my data, it draws upon the conservative most sacred value in that it advocated 

conserving traditions—in this case, gun control—to protect an in-group. Here, the in-group for 

the respondent was his family. The participant was not worried about children, or families in 

general, but instead had the parochial concern for his family—making this distinctly an example 

of the conservative most sacred value (Haidt 2012, 2018; Waytz, Iyer, Young, Haidt, and 

Graham 2019). 

  Next, we see two Democratic respondents—one high-income and one low-income—

use the abductive rationale Republicans as Mentally Deficient. Marlon, a low-income 

Democrat, described his uncle’s conservative turn as he aged: “So he was pretty anti-Bush then, 

but he didn’t vote for Obama because Obama was black. Now I’ve noticed that he’s more 

conservative now. He collects guns now, he has a loaded gun in his house, he never used to do 

that shit. He’s retired, he’s getting older but I never heard him say something and I told him 

what are you being a Republican now?” Later, Marlon shifted his focus to FOX News:  

 
[E]veryone listens to FOX news. It's this an all-American network and a fucking British guy owns it. You know, 

and they don't understand globalism, globalization, they don't understand big money. Have no conception of those 

things. All they see is guns in America and we need to get back to the '50s or something, like there's fucking stupid 

ass people on it, but those are the ones who vote so that's what, you know…I don't know. If you are going to vote 

Republican, you might as well not vote you know that's the way I look at it.  

 

 Marlon provided two clear examples of the Republicans as Deficient rationale. In both 

instances, affinity towards guns was symbolic of being Republican in a way that portrayed 

Republicans in a very negative light. First, the respondent described what was portrayed as his 

uncle’s mental decline into not only racism but also into gun fanaticism. Marlon depicted his 

uncle as “collect[ing] guns” and having “a loaded gun in his house.” The respondent associated 

this behavior with his uncle’s racism, as well as delegitimated it by saying “he never used to do 

that shit.” Here, we see Marlon portray his uncle as a sort of Kurtz who had descended into 

madness. His uncle’s hoarding of gun and behavior of keeping a “loaded gun” were then signs 

of this mental decline.  

However, this decline was also associated with being “conservative” more generally. 

We see the same themes in Marlon’s description of FOX News and its appeal to “fucking stupid 

ass people” who voted Republican by promoting “guns in American” and a return to “the ‘50s 

or something.” While this interview was conducted in 2014, the description of FOX News as 

appealing to Republicans by promoting a return to the 1950s is a clear harbinger of Donald 

Trump’s “Make American Great Again” slogan. For the respondent, then, gun advocacy was a 

clear symbol of Conservativism and appealed to Republicans. These Republicans were then 

depicted as being mentally unstable and engaging in dangerous behavior—such as hoarding 

guns and keeping a loaded weapon—or as being “fucking stupid ass people” who “might as 

well not vote.” 

Finally, one respondent—a low-income Democrat with the pseudonym of “Isaac”—

used the Racialized Gun Control rationale. Recall that this rationale is similar to “Gun 

Militarism” (Carlson 2019) and thus the Racialized Moral Dichotomy rationale, but showed the 

inverse case. In this rationale, the respondent delegitimated gun rights by describing how they 

provided a racialized “bad guy” access to arms—and thus enabled this “bad guy” to engage in 

illegitimate violence. This is an instance of the conservative most sacred value because it seeks 

to protect a moral community of law-abiding citizens from dangerous outsiders. Isaac used this 

delimitation to justify his vote to legalize medical marijuana. He explained that 

 
[There are m]urders all through Mexico going on right now are all based on this stuff [i.e. drugs]. …People are 

getting blown away by our guns that people come here and buy because they can’t get them in Mexico. And of 

course, the FOX news people say, "Show me a country that prohibits arms and I'll show you a murderous country." 



Well, they're murdering because the product, the consumer of the product is here. In other words, this proposition 

is a step toward legalizing all of it, which would put the drug lords out of business eventually. 

 

 Thus, we see the explicit racialization of a “bad guy”—which is analogous to “Gun 

Militarism” (Carlson 2019)—but this racialization was used to delegitimate gun rights. 

Furthermore, for this rationale, there was no clear moralized "good guy" who could legitimately 

use violence. Instead, the respondent invoked the lethal illegitimate violence of drug cartels in 

“Mexico” as a way to delegitimate gun rights.  

This was an example of the conservative rationale because it was an attempt to protect 

a moral community in a broad sense—meaning law-abiding citizens “all through Mexico”—

who are not involved in the drug trade. The respondent then demonized an explicitly racialized 

bad guy— “drug lords” in “Mexico.” It was then the illegitimate violence that the “drug lords” 

were perpetrating with “our guns”—i.e. guns made available to them in the United States—that 

delegitimated gun rights. This is an interesting rationale because it demonstrates how a 

racialized "bad guy" can be used to delegitimate gun rights—thus extending Carlson's (2019) 

work.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion  

 

 Discussion 

This article does not argue that gun rights are an “unresolved issue.” Rather, the 

contribution here is to help us understand the (il)legitimacy of gun rights and the roots of this 

(il)legitimacy in the legitimations of citizens. More broadly, then, understanding rationales used 

by citizens in their (de)legitimations helps us to see the normative bases of the (il)legitimacy of 

gun rights in America.  

In these findings we see a clear picture emerge in which the liberal most sacred value 

was not used by voters to either legitimate or delegitimate gun rights. Instead, Democrats used 

the conservative most sacred value to delegitimate gun rights while Republicans used the 

conservative most sacred value to legitimate gun rights. These findings, which are based on 

data from 2013-2015, help to build theories of the polarization of the legitimation of gun rights 

for American voters while also providing evidence of common ground between Republicans 

and Democrats concerning gun rights.  

The absence of the liberal most sacred value and prevalence of the conservative most 

sacred value also suggest the power of conservative ideological socialization concerning gun 

rights in America. The use of these broader discourses to legitimate policy positions provides 

evidence of issue-specific political socialization (Vila-Henninger 2018, 2020a). The prevalence 

of the conservative most sacred value then suggests that discourse and political socialization in 

America regarding gun rights is dominated by conservative rhetoric and values.  

The Republicans as Mentally Deficient, Gun Control Protects Family, and Racialized 

Gun Control rationales expand the literature by demonstrating that Democratic voters use the 

conservative most sacred value to delegitimate gun rights. These findings present an interesting 

problem for Moral Foundations Theory, which argues that individuals adopt a sole most sacred 

value and that their moral intuitions are genetic (Haidt 2012). Conversely, my findings 

combined with Vila-Henninger’s previous work on most sacred values in voters’ legitimations 

(Vila-Henninger 2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2020a) demonstrate that respondents vary in their use of 

most sacred values according to the policy context—thus building the case that moral intuitions 

are, at least in part, the product of socialization. The resulting interpretation would be that while 

liberal respondents are sensitive to care and fairness in certain policy contexts, they are sensitive 

to all of the moral foundations in the context of gun rights.  

These findings on the use of the conservative most sacred value by Democratic voters 

help to confirm Stephen Vaisey’s (Vaisey 2009; Vaisey and Lizardo 2010) theory in which 



moral intuitions are learned through socialization. These results also confirm critiques in 

political science of Moral Foundations Theory’s claims about the genetic roots of moral 

intuitions (Hatemi et al. 2019). Recent work (Vila-Henninger 2020b) has developed Vaisey’s 

and Hatemi’s arguments extensively and applied them to understanding political socialization 

and political legitimation. The empirical findings in this article then help to reinforce Vila-

Henninger’s (2020b) theory of political socialization and political legitimation. 

 A key result in this article was the emergence of a rationale that was similar to findings 

of Republican voters’ delegitimation of taxes (Vila-Henninger 2020a)—the Distrust of 

Government Gun Control rationale. In this rationale, respondents delegitimated government 

attempts at gun control as an example of the federal government’s lack of self-control—thus 

painting the government as immoral. This then suggests that a pillar of the gun control debate 

for Republican voters is the government lacks self-control and seeks to eliminate rights. This 

corresponds with theories of American conservative values from moral psychology (Haidt 

2012, 2018; Waytz, Iyer, Young, Haidt, and Graham 2019). This also helps to build theories of 

the intersection of morality and gun rights in America (Whitehead et al. 2018) beyond Christian 

nationalism. 

We can also learn much from discussing the deductive codes that I did not observe in 

voters’ legitimations. The sole deductive liberal most sacred value deductive code of Prevent 

School Shooting was absent—which then fails to confirm the theoretical account of Kahn and 

Braman (2003) and Wozniak (2017). Furthermore, the Gun Rights as Sacred rationale did not 

appear—which then does not allow us to confirm Whitehead et al.’s (2018) theorization of gun 

rights in American culture as sacred. I also did not observe the Tyranny rationale—which 

suggests that respondents may discuss guns and gun rights differently online (McLean 2018) 

than in-person. Finally, I did not observe any instances of the Gun Populism rationale. This 

means that my findings do not provide evidence that this frame of legitimacy for the violence 

of non-state actors that is sanctioned by the state (Carlson 2019) is also present in the 

legitimations of voters. 

My findings reaffirm and extend the work of Shapira and Simon (2018) and Carlson 

(2019, 2020a, 2020b) on the legitimation of citizens’ violence by clearly showing that the 

racialized dichotomy that these scholars provided evidence of was also present in voters’ 

legitimations of gun rights in the early to mid-2010s. Furthermore, the presence of the 

Racialized Gun Control rationale demonstrates that a rationale similar to “Gun Militarism” 

(Carlson 2019) can be used to delegitimate gun rights.  

Finally, the presence of the Liberty rationale confirms McLean’s (2018) findings and 

demonstrates the importance of most sacred values for understanding political legitimacy for 

voters in America. In this vein, my findings extend the work of McLean (2018)—who uses 

Seymour Lipset’s framework to understand the values that Americans employ to legitimate gun 

rights as historically-based. My results suggest that in addition to the historically-based values 

identified by Lipset and McLean, most sacred values are also of central importance for 

understanding citizens’ (de)legitimations of gun rights.  

 

Conclusion 

The presence of the conservative most sacred value demonstrates voter socialization in 

a way that provides evidence of a political culture that combines public, declarative, and 

nondeclarative culture (Swidler 1986, 2001; Díez Medrano 2003; Vaisey 2009; Patterson 2014; 

Vila-Henninger 2015; Lizardo 2017). This then helps us to build theories of how all three types 

of culture are combined.  

These findings also contribute to work that uses the sociology of culture to understand 

gun culture (Carlson 2015; Mencken and Froese 2019) and build on the reemergent values 

literature in sociology (Wuthnow 2008; Prasad et al. 2009; Hitlin and Vaisey 2013; Longest, 



Hitlin, and Vaisey 2013; Vaisey and Miles 2014; Miles 2015; Baker and Barg 2019; Silver and 

Silver 2019) by bridging political sociology (Lipset 1963a, 1963b, 1989), the sociology of 

culture (Vaisey and Miles 2014; Miles 2015), and moral psychology (Haidt 2012, 2018). This 

article then constitutes a link between qualitative and cognitive approaches to values (Wuthnow 

2008). Furthermore, my findings reaffirm quantitative work that demonstrates how collective 

moral frameworks are used by political parties to mobilize voters (Jung 2019). 

A potential limitation of this article is that I did not code entire interviews for rationales, 

but instead looked for keywords and coded passages in which keywords appeared. However, 

my aim here was to use this limitation as a strength by building upon the work of Davidson et 

al. (2019)—who provide a useful technique for conducting secondary qualitative analysis.  

A key drawback of these findings is that they are based on data that were collected from 

2013-15. Thus, they are not as up-to-date as some might hope. However, it is crucial to note 

that my analysis is only meant to build theory and thus should be seen as such—rather than as 

an attempt to generalize to a population, for example. Future work can extend this article by 

using data from voters collected during the Trump administration. This would then present the 

opportunity for longitudinal secondary analysis (Belot and Van Ingelgom 2017).  

An additional potential limitation of this article is that it used data that were gathered 

for a different project and thus were collected using specific theoretical sampling guidelines. 

However, this is part of qualitative secondary analysis and many argue convincingly that 

showing evidence of phenomena in data collected to address a different research question is a 

strength rather than a limitation (Duchesne 2017; Belot and Van Ingelgom 2017; Hughes and 

Tarrant 2020).  
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