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This essay reflects on the use of competing rhetorical frames of fear strategically used by the aca-
demic community of The University of Texas at Austin in the debate on Campus Carry policy.
With the legalization of concealed handguns on campus, fear emerged as a prominent trope in
public discussions, albeit used in very different ways by supporters or opponents of the law.
Against the more standard interpretation of fear-based rhetoric as an exploitation of others’ inse-
curities, this essay draws on mixed-methods research to examine expressions of fear by activist
opponents of Campus Carry and the way in which supporters of the law sought to deconstruct it.

INTRODUCTION

Shortly before concealed handguns were legally allowed at The University of
Texas at Austin in , Rosa A. Eberly wrote a counterpoint piece for
Rhetoric Society Quarterly on the intertwined nature of public expression and
gun violence in relation to the world of higher education, concluding that the
questions of “how publics are characterized and how they function” have empir-
ical and all-too-real consequences. Noting that those in academia not only are
affected by gun violence but have a responsibility to respond to the epidemic,
Eberly appealed to professors – and their students – to “discuss, deliberate, and
make rhetoric.” As vague as this may sound, the fact that Eberly’s essay explicitly
references the imminent arrival of Campus Carry at UT Austin may have served
as a call to action, for that is indeed what professors and students did there: first
discussing the new law, then organizing into activist groups (e.g. Gun-Free UT,
Cocks Not Glocks, and Students Against Campus Carry), and finally creating
rhetoric that gained their protests international attention.
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This essay examines the use of rhetoric surrounding Campus Carry at UT
Austin, exposing how competing frames of fear were strategically used by UT’s
academic community in the debate on the new policy. Attending to Eberly’s
question of how publics are characterized, which then bears on how they func-
tion, it demonstrates that such strategies were interwoven with the identities of
the various factions, either for or against the law. In multimodal forms of
expression ranging from signs to online memes to teaching in class, fear
appeared as a prominent trope by means of which the sides defined and
defended their own positions while simultaneously delegitimizing their oppo-
nents. This mirrored similar dynamics at the national level, such as the success
of grassroots gun-control organizations in building collective identity through
such names as Everytown for Gun Safety and Moms Demand Action, or the
framing of the “Other” in the National Rifle Association’s construction of US
gun culture.

The groups at UT Austin used fear-based rhetoric in very different ways.
On one hand, activists attached special significance to their fear of guns in
the classroom; it allowed them to find common cause and even served as
the basis of their legal argument against Campus Carry. On the other, suppor-
ters of the law stigmatized the emotion, claiming it to be an invalid form of
dialectic, while simultaneously (and contradictorily) leveraging it in their
own messaging as a reason to be armed. In addition, fear was intentionally
weaponized against students and professors. Accordingly, the fear-related rhet-
oric used by supporters of Campus Carry can be divided into two types: the
“party line” used by local student groups connected to national pro-gun orga-
nizations and toxic polemics advanced by individuals.
In my discussion, I follow Lloyd Bitzer’s pragmatic understanding of rhet-

oric as a means to provoke change, “a mode of altering reality … through the
mediation of thought and action.” An example is the traditionally pejorative
interpretation of fear-based rhetoric as appealing to an audience’s emotions to
achieve a specific agenda, either by causing a perlocutionary effect (producing
that emotion in the audience) or through an argumentum in terrorem with the

 This mixed-methods study includes qualitative material (e.g. semi-structured interviews,
open-ended testimonials, focus groups) collected during two fieldwork periods in –
, along with a representative “Campus Carry” survey of UT Austin undergraduates
(N = ,) conducted in February–March  by the research team of the John
Morton Center, University of Turku, Finland. Support for this study was provided by
the Academy of Finland (grant ).

 See Scott Melzer, Gun Culture: The NRA’s Culture War (New York: New York University
Press, ); Melissa K. Merry,Warped Narratives: Distortion in the Framing of Gun Policy
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, ); Kristin Goss, Disarmed: The Missing
Movement for Gun Control in America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, ).

 Lloyd F. Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation,” Philosophy and Rhetoric,  (), –, .
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promise of a negative consequence (e.g. “do this or else”). Certainly there is an
established history of political and private organizations exploiting fear to rally
support for their hawkish causes; examples in recent decades range from popu-
list governments to the National Rifle Association. In the situational context
of UT Austin, however, a broader definition of the term is required: fear-based
rhetoric also includes speech or acts that explicitly invoke or employ fear in
characterizations of oneself or others. Employment of the emotion in a self-ref-
erential manner was intended to serve a strategic end, but it was also based on
personal experiences. It is therefore important to note that in this case, fear was
prevalent in the rhetoric because of the strength of the actual emotion, not
merely political expediency.

THE “CHILLING EFFECT” AS RHETORICAL STRATEGY

A few weeks before the implementation of Campus Carry, three UT Austin
professors filed a lawsuit against the university and Texas state to abrogate
it. Central to their claims was that allowing “students to carry concealed
guns in their classrooms chills their First Amendment rights to academic
freedom.” Mainstream media across the United States picked up the story,
running with the expression “chilling effect” to describe the professors’
fear, and the sound bite was adopted in scholarly parlance. In turn, its defini-
tion was extended beyond the original scope of free speech to refer to the
overall “feeling” of the larger campus environment. For instance, a UT gradu-
ate student argued, “I think that there is definitely a chilling effect to some
extent, just having guns around here, and I think that it’s helpful for people

 See Matthew Levinger, “Love, Fear, Anger: The Emotional Arc of Populist Rhetoric,”
Narrative and Conflict: Explorations of Theory and Practice, ,  (), –; Ruth
Wodak, The Politics of Fear: What Right-Wing Populist Discourses Mean (Thousand
Oaks: SAGE, ), ; David R. Harding, “Public Opinion and Gun Control:
Appearance and Transparence in Support and Opposition,” in John M. Bruce and Clyde
Wilcox, eds., The Changing Politics of Gun Control (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield,
), –.

 Matthew Watkins, “Three UT Professors Sue to Block Campus Carry,” Texas Tribune, 
July , at www.texastribune.org////-ut-austin-professors-sue-state-over-
campus-carry, accessed  Oct. .

 The term appeared first in connection with Campus Carry in faculty complaints lodged
with the UT Austin administration when it was deciding whether or not to allow guns
in the classroom. See Campus Carry Policy Working Group, “Final Report,” Dec. ,
, , https://utexas.app.box.com/v/CCWorkingGroup-FinalReport, accessed  Oct.
.

 For instance, note its use in the title of Christopher M. Wolcott, “The Chilling Effect of
Campus Carry: How the Kansas Campus Carry Statute Impermissibly Infringes upon
the Academic Freedom of Individual Professors and Faculty Members,” Kansas Law
Review, ,  (), –.
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to know that they are not the only ones who feel that way.” By identifying
fear as something that could be experienced by anybody, the phrase “chilling
effect” helped to empower individuals who perceived themselves as alone,
indexing affect but also leveraging a mimetic force for their emotion to be
shared. Adopted widely and easily reproduced (as seen in our interviews),
the phrase also served as an affordance used to build community – and an
activist movement. The Campus Carry opponents’ rhetorical adoption of
fear, rather than dissociation from it, thus seemingly reflected an inversion
of its negative connotation. As a strategy of appropriation, this rhetorical
act rejected the passive-victim narrative, providing activists and opponents
of Campus Carry with common ground and a means of agency in the
lawsuit and interviews with the media.
Even so, there were signs that fear carried little, if any, import for the admin-

istration. A professor who interfaced with members of the Implementation
Task Force, which had been appointed to form the procedures around the uni-
versity’s policy, felt that their attitude was patronizing. Their response was
described as follows: “Well, I know there’s a lot of fear right now, but you
are going to find out it’s all fine. Nothing terrible is going to happen.
You’ll calm down, don’t worry. You are a little hysterical right now, but
you’ll be okay.” The choice of language is noteworthy here, as the subtext
of the word “hysterical” as a gendered insult suggests that women are more
prone to excessive fear; this is all the more poignant, given the fact that
anti-Campus Carry activists at UT Austin have predominantly been
women. Another faculty member remarked on having the same experience,
that the professors bringing the suit were “being described as hysterical
women,” compared to strong males like Chancellor William McRaven, who
also opposed the law but “is no wussy.”

Outside the administration, similar rhetoric was used by supporters of
Campus Carry to paint the fear as much ado about nothing. One article pub-
lished by the national organization Students for Concealed Carry (SCC) com-
pared the “fear-driven hysteria” around guns at the university to the Salem
witch trials. Invoking the sociological concept of “moral panic,” defined as
the “process of arousing social concern over an issue – usually the work of
moral entrepreneurs … and the mass media,” another article charged the

 Interview,  April .  Interview,  April .  Interview,  April .
 “Campus Carry Isn’t Bad for Higher Education; Paranoia about Campus Carry Is,”

Ammoland Inc.,  March , at www.ammoland.com///campus-carry-isnt-bad-
for-higher-education-paranoia-about-campus-carry-is/#axzzlFiZFDkE, accessed  Oct.
.

 John Scott (ed.), A Dictionary of Sociology, th edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, ),
.
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“well-intentioned but misguided activists” with creating an atmosphere like
the “Satanic panic” of the late twentieth century. Similarly, the Texas
branch of SCC referred to the university’s faculty as a “cabal of fear-monger-
ing professors.” Aside from its inflammatory tone, such language is signifi-
cant for its demonization of fear as an emotion for which people – not
guns – are ultimately responsible.

BEYOND FEAR-APPEAL ARGUMENTS

Ironically, such discourse seems to ignore the legacy of fear-based rhetoric
employed by pro-gun organizations themselves. The NRA has notoriously
used insecurity to increase gun sales, invoking a range of doomsday scenarios
for why one needs to be armed. As a social force, especially when accentuated
by alt-right media (e.g. Breitbart, InfoWars), this can be seen as paranoia that
unseen forces – insert “liberals” or “globalists” here – are conspiring to take
guns away from US citizens, stripping them of their Second Amendment
rights. The NRA’s CEO Wayne LaPierre argues, however, that the reason
to be armed is not based on an emotional response but on the endemic inse-
curity of the world we live in: “It’s not paranoia to buy a gun. It’s survival.”

Thus, against charges of argumentum in terrorem rhetoric, which plays on a
person’s existing fears, the NRA frames its agenda as merely helping indivi-
duals to “anticipate confrontations where the government isn’t there – or
simply doesn’t show up in time.”

A similar tension was visible in messaging by student groups supporting
Campus Carry. For example, a meme on the SCC website that warned of
the potentiality of a deadly attack (see Figure ) could be interpreted either
as argumentum in terrorem or as straightforward paraenesis to drive prepared-
ness in the event of a school shooting before the police arrive.

 “Anti-Campus Carry Activists Have Nothing to Fear but Fear Itself,” Ammoland Inc., 
March , at www.ammoland.com///anti-campus-carry-activists-nothing-fear-
fear/#axzznQmKasH, accessed  Oct. . On the allegations of child abduction,
abuse, and sacrifice by occultists in the s and s, see Jeffrey S. Victor, Satanic
Panic: The Creation of a Contemporary Legend (Chicago: Open Court Publishing
Company, ).

 “SCC’s Preliminary Response to Campus Carry Policies Approved by UT-Austin President
Gregory Fenves,”  Feb. , at www.scribd.com/document//Texas-Students-
for-Concealed-Carry-Campus-Carry-Press-Releases-Op-Eds-Oct---Aug--,
accessed  Oct. .  Harding, “Public Opinion and Gun Control,” .

 Wayne LaPierre, “Stand and Fight,” Daily Caller,  Feb. , at https://dailycaller.com/
///stand-and-fight, accessed  Oct. .  Ibid.

 The grounds for such fear do exist. According to the “Campus Carry” survey, more than
half (%) of UT undergraduates believe that it takes too long for law enforcement or secur-
ity personnel to respond to a crime situation.
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Nor should one necessarily correlate the logic of preparedness with fear. As
focus shifted after the Cold War from the material world of bomb shelters to
the human sphere of behavior, people are expected to be hardened, not sensi-
tive, to shooter events. Furthermore, while it could be argued that prepared-
ness reflects a growing societal sense of ontological insecurity, whatever the
current bogeyman may be, gun rights groups fundamentally reject the connec-
tion between fear and security.
A press release by Texas Students for Concealed Carry provides such an

example of the deconstruction of fear-based rhetoric. Its headline “Why Are
Professors More Afraid of Guns Carried Legally than Illegally?” frames
licensed handgun carriers as not being a source of worry, but more importantly
it entails a logic in which fear is not legitimate, as not based on reality.
Together these lead to a conceptual turn in which the epistemological binary
of one person’s security being another person’s insecurity is replaced with a
problematization of the ontological veracity of fear itself. The SCC website

Figure . http://concealedcampus.org/images-slider/axiom-.jpg (accessed  May ).
Use permission granted by Students for Concealed Carry.

 See Rachel Hall, “Expecting theWorst: Active-Shooter Scenario Play in American Schools,”
in D. Asher Ghertner, Daniel M. Goldstein, and Hudson McFann, eds., Futureproof:
Security Aesthetics and the Management of Life (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
), –.

 Eugene Rosa, Aaron McCright, and Ortwin Renn, The Risk Society Revisited: Social Theory
and Risk Governance (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, ).

 “Why Are Professors More Afraid of Guns Carried Legally than Illegally?”,  Feb. , at
www.scribd.com/document//Texas-Students-for-Concealed-Carry-Campus-
Carry-Press-Releases-Op-Eds-Oct---Aug--, accessed  Oct. .
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says this much more simply: “Feeling safe or unsafe is not the same as being safe
or unsafe.” And their meme boils it down even further (see Figure ).
After Campus Carry law passed and was implemented, the messaging by

SCC also changed. Active argumentation shifted to occasional responses to
opponents and, finally, complete silence. There was no longer any need to cam-
paign or convince. Posts on the Facebook page of Texas Students for
Concealed Carry on Campus ceased in early , and our research
team’s request to interview a representative of the group was met with a refer-
ral to an online archive of articles. The university practiced silence as well. The
fact that it was much harder to find supporters of the law who were willing to
speak to our research team, compared to vocal activists against it, underlined
the sensitivity of the topic – and the importance of using confidential means
of data collection (e.g. private interviews, an anonymous survey). Indeed, sur-
rounded by a liberal majority at UT Austin, those who support Campus Carry
can be reticent to engage in discussion about it. For example, an undergraduate
supporter of the policy described the attitude of professors as “superior” when
they spoke out against guns and how this “stifled the atmosphere.” While
this feeling cannot be equated to the chilling effect discussed above, it

Figure . http://concealedcampus.org/images-slider/axiom-.jpg (accessed  May ).
Use permission granted by Students for Concealed Carry.

 Students for Concealed Carry, “Common Arguments against Campus Carry,” at http://
concealedcampus.org/common-arguments/#, accessed  Oct. , bold and italics in
the original.  See www.facebook.com/groups/txsccc, accessed  Oct. .

 Pro-Campus Carry focus group participant,  April .
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nonetheless signals the divide between those on opposing sides of the issue,
which in turn reflects the impasse in the national discourse on guns.
Silence plays an inherent role in concealed carry. To speak of having a gun

on one’s person is to risk breaking the law and losing it. And yet guns can be
considered a rhetorical tool in their own right. Operating outside formal
speech acts, their twofold agency – potential and actualized – lies largely
beyond words. A concealed weapon does not need to be drawn to be
effective; such is the deterrent power of its potentiality. The inferred presence
of the gun, as well as the fear it creates, looms large without anything needing
to be spoken. When the gun comes out, the time for talking may well be over.

THE WEAPONIZATION OF FEAR

Taken as fear-based or not, the rhetoric used by national and local gun rights
organizations tends to adhere to a certain line, with attention to being on the
right side of the law. Yet the power imbalance inherent in carrying a gun can
also extend to more toxic and illegal multimodal rhetorical acts by individual
supporters of Campus Carry. Emboldened by the passing of the law, rogues
acted outside sanctioned and institutional forms of discourse in ways that dir-
ectly weaponized fear. Many antigun activists at UT Austin received threats –
both tacit and explicit – of a disturbing and graphic nature. Instructors and
students who belonged to activist groups against Campus Carry were repeatedly
threatened and verbally assaulted by the general public, both online and directly.
In one case, a Texas resident produced a video (“Never Met Her”) caricaturing a
prominent Cocks Not Glocks student activist: victimized during a break-in,
armed only with a sex toy and unable to protect herself, she is shot to
death. When this woman saw herself portrayed in this way on YouTube,
she panicked. Reading it as a message for people to target her in real life, she
“slinked to class the following day with aviators and a baseball cap on.”

In another incident, in September  a Gun-Free UT sign on a bulletin
board outside the Department of Rhetoric and Writing in Parlin Hall was
defaced by graffiti: “In the land of the pigs, the butcher is king. Oink …
oink … oink …” (Figure ). Found nearby was an empty bullet casing,

 Brett Sanders, “Never Met Her,”  Aug. , at www.youtube.com/watch?
v=AraMw, accessed  Oct. , but since made private; viewable still at www.
youtube.com/watch?v=HIuCXVhA, accessed  May .

 Ana Lopez, “What Would You Do If You Saw This Terrifying Video Of ‘You’?”,  Sept.
, at www.refinery.com/en-us////cocks-not-glocks-gun-activist-
violent-youtube-video, accessed  Oct. .

 The first sentence is the refrain in the Meatloaf song “In the Land of the Pig, the Butcher Is
King” (songwriter Jim Steinman, on the album Bat Out of Hell III: The Monster Is Loose,
). Other lyrics of the song taunt the defenseless animals waiting to be killed: “They’ve
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inside which was stuffed a tiny scrap of paper with a single word:
“TRIGGERED?” (see Figure ).

Figure . Peace Zone sign. UT Austin. Photo credits: Casey Boyle.

Figure . “Triggered?” UT Austin. Photo credits: Casey Boyle.

got no standards / So we lower the bar / ’Cause they’re waiting for us” and “Can’t you hear
the slaughterhouse bells?”

 Lauren McGaughy, “UT-Austin Police Investigating Bullet Casings Left on Campus,”
Dallas News,  Sept. , at www.dallasnews.com/news/higher-education////
ut-police-investigating-bullet-casings-left-campus, accessed  Oct. . While this inci-
dent did lead to a police investigation, it did not result in anyone being charged.
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Even if the multimodal rhetoric here was mere trolling of Campus Carry
opponents, rather than a serious threat, both the physical object (the bullet
shell) and the texts accompanying it represent potent signifiers of fear built
on collectively understood perceptions of vulnerability by students and instruc-
tors. Especially given the mass shootings at schools in the United States, it is
impossible to disregard the potential emotional impact of such an act, or the
climate it creates. Entering social space, rhetorical actions have power to arouse
and intensify very real fears in others. Imagine what effect this graffiti and
bullet casing might have had on students who described themselves as
already “very scared of guns here,” “terrified,” and experiencing “unmitigated
repulsion and fear” around Campus Carry.

The fact that this happened outside the Department of Rhetoric and
Writing also calls for a thick interpretation of the event. Kendall Gerdes’s
work on the rhetoric of sensitivity exposes how the word “TRIGGERED?”
plays on a current debate in academia around “trigger warnings,” which are
used with course materials to caution students that something they are
about to read may be potentially disturbing. For some, trigger warnings are
ridiculous, a signal “that ‘the gravest threat’ facing the university today is
the sensitivity of students.” In this view, too much attention is being paid
to students’ feelings; in the context of Campus Carry, this extends to fear
of guns in the classroom. For Gerdes, however, the incident reflects a type
of intimidation which “presents a real threat to academic freedom,” demon-
strating that the classroom is no longer a “safe space” where students feel able
to express their thoughts. To the chilling effect of guns in the classroom,
therefore, one can add a secondary impact on the learning environment
caused by threats or attacks on one’s feelings.

CONCLUSION

To return to Eberly’s question of how publics function, the strategies of fear-
based rhetoric employed at UT Austin – claiming fear, belittling fear,

 UT testimonial #,  Feb. ; UT testimonial #,  Feb. ; UT testimonial #, 
Feb. .

 Kendall Gerdes, “Trauma, Trigger Warnings, and the Rhetoric of Sensitivity,” Rhetoric
Society Quarterly, ,  (), –, ; Scott A. Bass and Mary L. Clark, “The Gravest
Threat to Colleges Comes from Within,” Chronicle of Higher Education,  Sept. ,
at www.chronicle.com/article/The-Gravest-Threat-to-Colleges/, accessed  Oct.
.  Gerdes, .

 On the classroom as a specific locus of emotional vulnerability see Karen R. Trujillo, “The
Learner, the Teacher, and the Classroom Community: Building Safe Spaces for Emotional
Sharing,” in Pierre W. Orelus (ed.), Language, Race, and Power: A Critical Discourse Analysis
(New York: Routledge, ), –.
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exploiting fear, deconstructing fear, and weaponizing fear – had varying
degrees of success in relation to their goals. In all cases, fear itself carried a nega-
tive valence. Even if self-characterizations of being afraid galvanized commu-
nity activism, there was a wish to move beyond the state of fear and the
dysfunctionality it created in the classroom. Ultimately, however, the argu-
ment of the so-called “chilling effect” did not yield tangible results in terms
of Campus Carry policy. First the district court for Texas and then the US
Court of Appeals dismissed the plaintiffs’ claims as too subjective. This
lack of validation of the faculty’s experiences underlined a broader dismissal
of affect in the debate, as evidenced in the charges of hysteria (defined as an
“exaggerated or uncontrollable” emotion). Of these two competing forms of
fear-based rhetoric, the latter perhaps held more sway for those in power.
Furthermore, the fact that Campus Carry was mandated by law made the rhet-
orical moves of its supporters largely irrelevant. Accordingly, they assumed a
more silent and passive stance, which provided an alternative to the quagmire
of argumentum in terrorem versus the logic of preparedness.
All this does not mean that the issue is going away, however. Even several

years later, as the focus in the debate over Campus Carry at UT Austin
appears to have shifted from fear to education, our interviews reveal that
there remains a persistent force of community among its opponents. After
gaining international recognition as champions in the gun debate, some stu-
dents are continuing to protest, appearing in documentaries or speaking at
national rallies like March for Our Lives. Rather than being deterred by the
threats made against them, they appear empowered. The fear evoked in the
student activist featured in the “Never Met Her” video did not prevent her
from working on gun control as an intern in the office of a state senator or
finishing her thesis on gun culture. Similarly, professors have continued to
discuss Campus Carry in their classes, and a vigil still held regularly by the
Gun-Free UT group at the MLK statue on the East Mall serves to raise aware-
ness for incoming students and passersby.
Nor would it be accurate to say that fear of guns at UT Austin has neces-

sarily diminished. Aside from anecdotes shared by faculty, staff, and graduate
students, three-quarters of undergraduates ( percent) report not feeling safe

 Nick Roll, “Texas Professors’ Campus Carry Suit Thrown Out,” Inside Higher Ed,  July
, at www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes////texas-professors%E%%-
campus-carry-suit-thrown-out, accessed  Oct. ; US Court of Appeals for the Fifth
Circuit, Jennifer Glass et al. v. Ken Paxton et al., No. -,  Aug. , at www.
ca.uscourts.gov/opinions/pub//--CV.pdf, accessed  Oct. .
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Carry,” BA thesis, The University of Texas at Austin, , available online at https://
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with other students carrying concealed handguns in class. Add to this the
growing body of evidence that the presence of guns is indeed impacting edu-
cation and the academic environment in multiple ways, and one is left to
conclude that an important direction for future research would be on the sig-
nificance of fear in the classroom. Indeed, the actual reality of Campus Carry
goes beyond mere rhetoric, representing what might instead be understood as a
complex rhetorical situation affecting people’s lives on a broader level and
demanding critical discourse.
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