When Should a 3D Printer
Be Allowed to Say NO?

California AB 2047/ is a proposed law that would require consumer 3D printers sold in
the state to screen design files and block prints identified as firearms or illegal
firearm parts. This raises an ethical question: Should 3D printers protect society by
blocking dangerous files — or does that turn private tools into gatekeepers of
what users are allowed to make?

The Public
Potential Benefits

Automated firearm filtering may
reduce access to prohibited
weapons and lower risks to
public safety. Copyright filtering
may reduce counterfeit products
or misleading uses of
trademarks.

Potential Harm

The public may develop false
confidence in a system that
determined users can bypass.
Consumers may also lose
access to lawful repairs,
educational models, parody, or
affordable replacement parts.

Users and
Creators

A licensing system could help
designers sell controlled digital
files and receive payment for each
authorized print. Safety systems
could also make the technology
more socially acceptable.

Users may experience false
blocks, file inspection,
restricted software, reduced
privacy, and loss of control over
machines they own. Independent
creators could also have lawful
designs incorrectly flagged as
weapons or copies of corporate
property.

VALUE COLLISION

Safety / Autonomy
Prevention / Privacy
Copyright protection / Creative freedom
Enforcement / Due process
Platform control / Open innovation
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Institutional
Gatekeepers

They gain a practical method
for enforcing safety laws or
intellectual-property rules
before prohibited objects are
produced.

They bear responsibility for false
positives, security failures,
privacy violations, biased
databases, and improper
expansion of the system.
Manufacturers may also gain
excessive power over devices
after they have been sold.

IP Infringement

ATF counted 92,702
recoveries from 2017-2023,
representing a 1,588%
increase from 2017 to 2023.
The records were
associated with
approximately 1,692
homicide-related offenses
and 4,106 other violent-
crime offenses. (ATF 2025)
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