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“Mission of the Pistol”

From John Farnam

There is nothing wrong with the dictum “Get the biggest pistol caliber you can handle, with the largest capacity” at least as far as it goes.  But it sometimes doesn’t go as far as it appears. There is more:

While we all agree that pistols are for UNEXPECTED threats and are thus, at once defensive and reactive.  But there are, in addition, the seldom discussed twin issues of Mission and Setting.   While the mission of the pistol may be similar, the settings will vary.

The first is MILITARY.  For most soldiers the pistol is an emergency tool, defaulted to only when the shoulder arms fail or cannot be carried.  Soldiers who carry pistols are seldom constrained by bulk and weight. Conceal ability is a non-issue, high capacity is handy, but rifles are the Primary weapon.  Pistols fill the role of emergency backup.
The second is uniformed POLICE. Many conflate civil police and military usages, but that is short sighted. Police officers are afforded wider latitude of independent action than are soldiers.  Police officers go, usually alone, looking for where trouble is and they are not usually privileged to retreat from it. While they are allowed, indeed expected, to protect themselves, their job is to solve the problem at the lowest force level practicable.  Usually they must work alone and solely with what is on their belts.  Pistols are their Primary, lethal weapon.  Rifles and shotguns are backup weapons and are not normally available in the short term.  A large capacity pistol makes sense and concealment is, again, a non-issue.

The last is ARMED CITIZENS.  Citizens are neither licensed nor tasked to enforce laws or solve crimes.  In fact citizens go where there is trouble at their peril.  For armed citizens the best personal policy with regard to violence is to not be there, be invisible, be deselected, disengage when possible, and escape if you can before the violence starts. Thus a prudent armed citizen is vastly less likely than is a police officer to become involved in a gunfight. Indeed even when the pistol is brandished firing it is still a less likely outcome than it is for either police or military personnel. However reasonable effectiveness is still required, but ease of carriage and concealment are big criteria for selection with large capacity less of a factor.
I have strained at distinctions because I think they’re useful. A general tool is good enough for any number of applications, doing all adequately, but none well. An armed citizen doesn’t necessarily need a police officer’s tools.  They may be useful, but they shouldn’t be selected simply because they work well for police or military. The 1911 .45 cal. pistol is a wonderful fighting tool when fighting is all that needs doing.  But in domestic defense applications where response is defined and often graduated, the risk of unintended discharge can be more of a liability than an asset, particularly for the unpracticed. With all the choices we have in the market place, there is no reason to carry a defensive pistol that is an obvious mismatch with your body, mission, and setting.  However regardless of your selection of pistol, willful incompetence is still foolish and deadly.

From John:

John Farnam is a widely known author in several shooting magazines, a deputy sheriff, and a civilian & military trainer based in Colorado.

His point at the end bears repeating… whatever pistol you choose, shoot it more, shoot it often. Come join us at our monthly defensive pistol shoots.  Come practice your skills, learn some tips, have some safe fun and bring a friend.
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