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What an AR-15 Can Do to the Human Body
When a patient is shot by an AR-15, it "looks like a grenade went off in
there."

AR-15 rifles are displayed on the exhibit floor during the National Rifle Association (NRA) annual meeting in Louisville, Kentucky, on

Friday, May 20, 2016. LUKE SHARRETT/BLOOMBERG/GETTY IMAGES

7/25/24, 10:38 AM What an AR-15 Can Do to the Human Body | WIRED

https://www.wired.com/2016/06/ar-15-can-human-body/ 1/7

https://www.wired.com/author/sarah-zhang/
https://www.wired.com/category/science


ALL GUNS CAN  kill, but they do not kill equally.

Compare the damage an AR-15 and a 9mm handgun can do to the human body:

“One looks like a grenade went off in there,” says Peter Rhee, a trauma surgeon at

the University of Arizona. “The other looks like a bad knife cut.”

The AR-15 is America’s most popular rifle. It has also been the weapon of choice in

mass shootings from Sandy Hook to Aurora to San Bernardino. In Orlando, the

shooter used a Sig Sauer MCX, an AR-15 style rifle originally developed for special

ops, to kill 49 people in the Pulse nightclub. The carnage sparked new calls to

reinstate a ban on assault rifles like the AR-15, which were designed as weapons of

war.

It’s possible to argue about everything when it comes to the politics of guns---

including about the definition of “assault rifle” itself---but it’s harder to argue about

physics. So let's consider the physics of an AR-15.

A bullet with more energy can do more damage. Its total kinetic energy is equal to

one-half the mass of the bullet times its velocity squared. The bullet from a handgun

is---as absurd as it may sound---slow compared to that from an AR-15. It can be

stopped by the thick bone of the upper leg. It might pass through the body, only to

become lodged in skin, which is surprisingly elastic.

The bullet from an AR-15 does an entirely different kind of violence to the human

body. It’s relatively small, but it leaves the muzzle at three times the speed of a

handgun bullet. It has so much energy that it can disintegrate three inches of leg

bone. “It would just turn it to dust,” says Donald Jenkins, a trauma surgeon at

University of Texas Health Science Center at San Antonio. If it hits the liver, “the liver

looks like a jello mold that’s been dropped on the floor.” And the exit wound can be a

nasty, jagged hole the size of an orange.
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These high-velocity bullets can damage flesh inches away from their path, either

because they fragment or because they cause something called cavitation. When

you trail your fingers through water, the water ripples and curls. When a high-

velocity bullet pierces the body, human tissues ripples as well---but much more

violently. The bullet from an AR-15 might miss the femoral artery in the leg, but

cavitation may burst the artery anyway, causing death by blood loss. A swath of

stretched and torn tissue around the wound may die. That’s why, says Rhee, a

handgun wound might require only one surgery but an AR-15 bullet wound might

require three to ten.

Then, multiply the damage from a single bullet by the ease of shooting an AR-15,

which doesn’t kick. “The gun barely moves. You can sit there boom boom boom and

reel off shots as fast as you can move your finger,” says Ernest Moore, a trauma

surgeon at Denver Health and editor of the Journal of Trauma and Acute Surgery,

which just published an issue dedicated to gun violence.

Handguns kill plenty of people too, of course, and they’re responsible for the vast

majority of America’s gun deaths. But a single bullet from a handgun is not likely to

be as deadly as one from an AR-15.
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READ MORE

The Mysterious Discovery of ‘Dark Oxygen’ on the Ocean Floor
Researchers believe they have discovered oxygen being produced 4,000 meters below the sea

surface, and think polymetallic nodules—the sought-after bounty of deep-sea miners—could be the

source.

MARA MAGISTRONI
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Paris Mayor Defies Poop Threats to Swim in Seine, and Prove a Point
French politicians’ pledge to make swimming possible in the iconic river is a way to ward off

criticism about the cost of the cleanup operation.

MORGAN MEAKER
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It’s Shockingly Easy to Buy Off-Brand Ozempic Online, Even if You Don’t Need
It
Weight-loss drugs like Ozempic are in shortage, and telehealth startups are selling “compounded”

versions. A WIRED investigation looks at how easy it is to order these meds online.

KATE KNIBBS

Enough With the Arrogant Attitudes Towards Extreme Heat
In so many aspects of our culture, we view severe heat as something that should be willingly

embraced, bravely endured, or blithely ignored.

UMAIR IRFAN
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Cutting-Edge Technology Could Massively Reduce the Amount of Energy Used
for Air Conditioning
Roughly 10 percent of the world’s energy is used for cooling, with much of the necessary electricity

generated by fossil fuels. Companies need to make AC much more efficient—as soon as possible.

CHRIS BARANIUK
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