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Making an unlikely coalition: gun rights, civil rights
BY MATT WELCH
SPECIAL TO THE
LOS ANGELES TIMES

When media outlets
from the National
Journal to Rolling
Stone cover the bi-

partisan push for criminal jus-
tice reform — an effort that in-
cludes everyone from Rand Paul
to Cory Booker, the Koch broth-
ers to even the ACLU — their
go-to phrase to characterize the
movement is “unlikely coali-
tion.” Actually, there’s nothing
particularly surprising about the
fact that civil libertarians come
in more than one flavor or politi-
cal party. Disagreement on, say,
taxation doesn’t necessitate dis-
agreement on mass incarcera-
tion.

Meanwhile, the media have
treated the budding partnership
between the ascendant Black
Lives Matter and the perennially
frustrated gun control movement
as if it were the most natural
thing in the world — probably
because both efforts lean left.
That alliance, however, is truly
unlikely, even nonsensical. His-
torically, civil rights and gun
control have been at odds. The
blunt fact is that one side seeks
to rein in law enforcement, while
the other wishes to give it more
power.

“Why isn’t gun control part of
the Black Lives Matter plat-
form?” lamented the Boston
Globe’s Farah Stockman in Sep-
tember. As if in answer to her
prayers, Politico reported last
month that “groups aligned with
Black Lives Matter have started
taking part in weekly conference
calls with Washington’s top gun
control advocates.” One of the
main sources in the Politico
story, National Urban League
President Marc Morial, is an ad-
visory board member of the Mi-
chael Bloomberg-run advocacy
group Everytown for Gun Safety.
The gun control movement, Mo-
rial said in a much-forwarded
quote, “is too white.”

There may be more to that ob-
servation than many National
Rifle Association haters care to

discuss. As Supreme Court Jus-
tice Clarence Thomas noted in
his blistering concurrence in
2010’s McDonald v. Chicago,
which incorporated the Second
Amendment as an individual
right in all 50 states, explicitly

racist gun restrictions and con-
fiscations were a critical tool for
pro-slavery whites in the post-
Civil War South.

Closer to our era, the sight of
armed Black Panthers marching
into Sacramento’s state Capitol
building in 1967 proved spooky
enough to white sensibilities that
the NRA and then-Gov. Ronald
Reagan both supported a reac-
tionary ban on open carry.

And then there’s Bloomberg.
This would-be ally of Black Lives
Matter is the primary defender
of one of BLM’s most hated poli-
cies: New York’s notorious stop-
and-frisk program. During
Bloomberg’s tenure as mayor,
cops shook down more than 1,100
residents per day in overwhelm-
ingly poor and minority commu-
nities, helping produce nearly
40,000 marijuana arrests a year
even though low-level pot pos-
session was essentially decrimi-
nalized in the state. (In a neat
trick, police would ask friskees
to turn out their pockets, at
which point they were exposing
themselves to the Class B misde-
meanor of making weed “open to
public view.”)

We think of stop-and-frisk as a
drug or simple harassment mea-
sure, but Bloomberg’s legal justi-
fication was the need to keep
guns off the streets. According to
Bloomberg’s logic, cops needed to
initiate more than 5 million in-
teractions between 2002 and 2013,
86 percent of which were with
black or Latino residents, just so
that once every 500 stops or so

the effort would turn up a fire-
arm.

There is an always timely les-
son in those statistics: Whenever
government agents gain more
power over citizens, whether to
enforce bans on loose cigarettes
or raze private property to build
a baseball stadium, poor and dis-
advantaged communities will be
on the receiving end first and
hardest.

Campaign Zero, a criminal
justice reform organization ema-
nating from the decentralized
Black Lives Matter movement,
recently released a 10-point plan
to curb police violence. High on
the list: “End Profiling and
‘Stop-and-Frisk.’” Samuel Sin-
yangwe of Campaign Zero sensi-
bly told the website TakePart
last month, “I would encourage
folks who have more insight into
the potential racial impact of

gun control legislation to pres-
ent that research to the move-
ment so we can have a more nu-
anced debate.”

Preliminary research shows
plenty of disparate impact. The
Washington Post’s criminal jus-
tice writer, Radley Balko, ob-
served last year that in 2013, “47.3
percent of those convicted for
federal gun crimes were black —
a racial disparity larger than any
other class of federal crimes, in-
cluding drug crimes.”

In fact, guns and drugs have
been inextricably linked in the
creation of the mass incarcera-
tion system and the reform move-
ment aiming to scale it back. Bill
Clinton’s omnibus 1994 crime
bill, which the former president
recently apologized for signing,
included not just across-the-
board increases in penalties for
illegal narcotics but also an as-

sault weapons ban. The Senate’s
Sentencing Reform and Correc-
tions Act, which passed through
committee last month, includes
reductions in mandatory prison
sentencing primarily for two
types of aggravating circum-
stance: gun and drug possession.

Black Lives Matter co-founder
Alicia Garza has called the dis-
proportionate imprisonment of
black citizens an “act of state vio-
lence.” How exactly would gun
control, which boosts the state’s
monopoly over violence and em-
powers police to harass citizens
guilty of nothing more than liv-
ing in higher-crime neighbor-
hoods, improve matters? It will
take more than an unlikely coali-
tion to square that circle.

Matt Welch is editor in chief of Rea-
son. He wrote this for the Los Ange-
les Times.
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Members of the group Black Lives Matter march to City Hall during a protest in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on
Tuesday.

am when I’m faced with a lot of
outside pressure to be somebody
else.

Q: Tell me about synesthe-
sia? How does it manifest for
you?

A: Synesthesia is a neurologi-
cal condition where my senses
overlap. I tend to feel things in
color and have many experienc-
es at once. … It affects how I
perceive movement because I
tend to perceive people in terms
of the way they move and the
color that that person represents
to me. … Growing up in a rural
area where I couldn’t see my

neighbors, I was never really
overloaded by having this condi-
tion.

Q: You said you wanted to
be a Navy pilot. How does that
work with synesthesia?

A: I think it will help because
it helps me orient myself. … It
helps with memorizing things
[such as where north, east, south
and west are] because I can sort
them by color and figure out
where I am.

Q: What does going to Ire-
land and getting this scholar-
ship mean to you?

A: Going to Ireland means ex-
ploring and an educational op-
portunity, that I thought I’d have
to put off after service, to explore
my curiosity in medical device
design, and be a part of an idea

that’s greater than myself, which
is an international community
that comes together to make this
world a better place. Of the
Mitchell scholars that I knew be-
fore I was involved, I admired
them, and I saw them as role
models, and I’m excited to follow
in their footsteps.

On ice hockey:
A: Playing at Hebron and then

playing here has made me who I
am, and it’s been the means to
develop me as an officer and a
person. It’s taught me grit and
hard work and teamwork. These
skills I developed from being an
ice hockey player I know will
translate well to being in the
Navy and being in the Mitchell
community.

Q: One of the most impor-

tant things to George Mitch-
ell, and he’s spoken and writ-
ten about this, is education
and encouraging people to be
a part of a community. What
would you say to people who
are younger than you about
what’s possible for them in
their life?

A: If there’s something I could
say to young Mainers about edu-
cation it would be that getting
an education and developing is
not just a selfish endeavor, but
it’s something that benefits you
and also people around you.
Being tolerant and having an
understanding of the world
around you makes you a better
community member, which in
turn makes your life and Maine
a better place to live.

the same things that younger
people desire when determining
where to live, such as recreation-
al opportunities, cultural stimu-
lation, affordable housing, and
clean air and water, are the same
things that older Americans
want.

For all the doom-and-gloom talk
about Maine’s demographic chal-
lenges, what the city of Bangor has
realized is that older Americans
have a lot to offer in terms of raw
economic output, mentorship and
life perspective. Bangor has been
ranked one of the top places to re-
tire in the country by Forbes Mag-
azine and one of the best places to
retire on less than $30,000 per year
by AARP.

How has this been done? One
thing that has helped is that the
Bangor City Council has been
extraordinarily balanced. Dur-
ing 2013-14, the nine members of
the council represented every
birth decade from the 1930s to
the 1990s. This has brought di-
versity of perspective and the
benefits of intergenerational re-
lationships.

Beyond this, the city has made
extra efforts to engage with its
older residents through a variety
of channels. With more govern-
ment information and municipal
services online, older residents
are potentially missing out on
opportunities. The city records
all of its meetings and broad-

casts them on the local public
access television station. City
leaders, including city council-
ors and representatives from the
police and fire departments,
have held quarterly workshops
at elder living facilities and se-
nior citizen social spots in Ban-
gor. The city hosted an “Aging in
Bangor” workshop and has sur-
veyed local elders with the help
of Eastern Area Agency on
Aging.

Bangor has implemented a
number of ideas from these out-
reach efforts, such as longer pe-
destrian signals, improved
brickwork, better snow removal
and extra benches on sidewalks
where senior citizens frequently
travel.

More work needs to be done.
For example, housing remains a
persistent concern. With proper-

ty taxes rising and many older
adults on fixed incomes, munici-
palities need to partner with
other organizations to ensure
that elders can stay in their
homes if they want to, downsize
or find a safe, stable, healthy and
affordable housing option that
fits their needs and interests.

Transportation is another con-
cern. The city of Bangor manag-
es a regional bus system, but
costs far outpace revenues. The
hours of the bus lines should be
extended, the fleet of buses needs
upgrades and new routes should
be added, but resources are tight.

The challenges for Bangor, as
for all municipalities in Maine,
are declining resources and ris-
ing costs. Bangor has cut servic-
es yet has still seen property
taxes increase in recent years.
The shifting of unfunded state

and federal mandates along with
major cuts to the revenue-shar-
ing program are taking their toll.

Yet what has started to change
in Bangor is the collective atti-
tude about an aging population.
We have a long way to go to be a
truly age-friendly community,
but Bangor has started to under-
stand that an aging population
can be an asset and one that we
should build around in support-
ive and cooperative ways.

Ben Sprague was born and raised in
Bangor, where he serves on the Ban-
gor City Council and works for The
First Bancorp. He graduated from
Harvard University and worked for
the Boston Red Sox for four years
before returning to Maine in 2011.
This piece first appeared in the
Maine Policy Review’s recent issue
on aging.
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Paul Rich of Winterport paints the set of “Circus,” a play performed at the Hammond Street Senior Center
in Bangor last spring.
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creation of the mass
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the reform movement
aiming to scale it back

the very least, stark.
And it highlights the paradox

of progress. We talk about in-
equality and poverty, but 50
percent of the lowest-income
Americans have phones more
powerful than multimillion-dol-
lar government computers used
just a few decades ago. With In-
ternet service, they have access
to more information than the
entirety of the Library of Con-
gress. If those Americans went
back to the ’60s with their
phones, they would be thorough
1 percenters.

The simple fact is the vast ma-
jority of Americans are materi-
ally better off than their parents
were at the same age in real
terms — the Rockefellers
couldn’t have bought an iPhone
in 1960, despite their vast wealth.
But even with material advance-
ment, inequality resonates as a
concern because of what it
means to live today. Internet ac-
cess, higher education and
phones are now necessities,
while they were optional for the
majority of many Mainers’ lives.
But for those refugees sincerely
seeking peace, those things al-
most certainly remain optional
today.

At this time of year, it be-
hooves us to remember a few
things. America is at her best
when we are united, not divided
by race, income, religion or
party. Even with challenges
around economic growth, our
material prosperity far exceeds
what many in the world will
ever know. Some of those mate-
rial things are important, but
with food, water, shelter and
safety, we are in possession of
the true necessities that others
can often only seek. And al-
though there are those who want
nothing less than the destruc-
tion of our way of life, we can
find a way to address the refugee
crisis while maintaining our se-
curity. That is what we have to
do if we want to remain the City
Upon a Hill.

Michael Cianchette is former chief
counsel to Gov. Paul LePage, a
Navy reservist who served in Af-
ghanistan and in-house counsel to
a number of businesses in south-
ern Maine.
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