How Dumb Laws Get Innocent
People in Trouble

There are a lot of weird laws these days. In fact, many of
them are so dumb that it seems unlikely they would ever be
enforced.

But there are other weird laws that are enforced with a
vengeance — even on those who are doing their best to be law-
abiding citizens.

An example of the latter was recently on display in a video
produced by Reason TV. The video profiles two Georgia
residents — Patricia Jordan and Avi Wolf — who are both
licensed gun owners. Eager to uphold the law, the two followed
TSA procedures for packing, carrying, and declaring their
weapons while flying.

All went well until the two tried to fly out of New York.
There, they were questioned, charged, and slapped in jail,
Jordan for carrying both a gun and ammunition, with each
stored separately as required by the TSA, and Wolf for
carrying an unloaded gun magazine, both offenses apparently
violations of New York law. For Avi Wolf, that jail experience
was telling as to how ridiculous his offense was:

The other prisoners couldn’t believe why Avi was in jail.

“One quy beat up his wife, this other guy was busted for a
whole bunch of drugs. So they’re like, what did you do? Why
are you here? It’s like I got caught at security with an
empty magazine. .. [They] just laughed at me; like it was a
joke.”

Both Wolf and Jordan were slapped with thousands of dollars in
legal fees in order to maintain their innocence. When asked if
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such a process was fair, the District Attorney shifted the
blame to the New York legislature:

“We are not going to apologize for enforcing our gun laws. We
do enforce them fairly and humanely and as compassionately as
we can. .. You can discuss that with the legislature. They
didn’t make it a crime only if there’s bullets in it.”

Had Thomas Jefferson known of this incident, he would likely
have accused the New York legislature of holding false ideas
of utility. During his time in law school, Jefferson kept a
commonplace book of quotes, jottings, and other material he
found interesting or useful during his studies. One of the
quotes in this book came from the Italian legal mind Cesare
Beccaria and runs as follows:

A principal source of errors and injustice are false ideas of
utility. For example: that legislator has false ideas of
utility who considers particular more than general
conveniences, who had rather command the sentiments of
mankind than excite them, who dares say to reason, “Be thou a
slave;” who would sacrifice a thousand real advantages to the
fear of an imaginary or trifling inconvenience; who would
deprive men of the use of fire for fear of their being burnt,
and of water for fear of their being drowned; and who knows
of no means of preventing evil but by destroying it.

Jefferson’s quotation of Beccaria continues by showing that a
prime example of this error on the part of legislatures occurs
in the restriction of guns:

The laws of this nature are those which forbid to wear arms,
disarming those only who are not disposed to commit the crime
which the laws mean to prevent. Can it be supposed, that
those who have the courage to violate the most sacred laws of
humanity, and the most important of the code, will respect
the less considerable and arbitrary 1injunctions, the
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violation of which is so easy, and of so little comparative
importance? Does not the execution of this law deprive the
subject of that personal liberty, so dear to mankind and to
the wise legislator? and does it not subject the innocent to
all the disagreeable circumstances that should only fall on
the guilty? It certainly makes the situation of the assaulted
worse, and of the assailants better, and rather encourages
than prevents murder, as it requires less courage to attack
unarmed than armed persons.

When it comes to the New York legislature, it would appear
that they have chosen to ignore those who have gone before,
and in the process, are hurting the very ones their laws are
intended to protect.
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