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EU-GUNS - A Continent Disarmed?  Gun Culture, Gun Control and the Making of Western Europe (ca. 1870-
1970) 

When we think of a man with a gun on his belt, we immediately think of the United States. But the situation was not so 
different in Europe at the beginning of the 20th century. Until the First World War, pistols and rifles were advertised in 
children's magazines, high society ladies went out with a pistol in their handbag, and their husbands never left the house 
without a revolver in their jacket pocket. With the exception of a few countries (including Italy), no licenses or permits 
were required to buy weapons, and pistols and rifles could easily be bought from hardware stores or by mail order. The 
outbreak of the First World War changed everything, and a series of measures were introduced that severely restricted 
the possibility of buying and carrying weapons. This research project will study this silent but epochal revolution that 
gradually transformed Europe into a continent where armed citizens were the exception rather than the norm. This 
process deeply affected European society, reshaping social and political rights and decisively influencing state 
prerogatives and European identity itself. By comparatively examining six Western European countries (Italy, Spain, 
France, the United Kingdom, Germany and Sweden) over the course of more than a century (from 1870 to 1970), the 
project aims to investigate the root causes of this transformation. It will do so by adopting a new perspective: whereas 
previous studies have focused on illegal and brutal forms of political violence, terrorism and mass death, this project 
will study the everyday, lawful use of weapons. By studying a widespread phenomenon that has been underestimated 
in historical research, the project aims not only to fill a gap, but also to analyse the relationship between individual 
rights, the control of violence and the expansion of state power thus rethinking the foundations of European identity. 
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