Guns and Armor

The Handgun

The handgun rose to dominate infantry combat since the 17th century A.D.  Even today, it is still the primary war-fighting tool of the various ground-based armies and shipboard marine units.  In space, marines stationed aboard ship are there for self-defense of the vessel in the event of boarding actions by enemy ships, as well as for internal security.  Sometimes, in order to carry the heavier modern weapons (heavy wpns, field artillery), the ground soldiers are placed in anthropomorphic fighting machines (battlemechs, mobile suits, et al.).

An “Assault weapon” is a hand held weapon capable of multiple shots at a range of a few hundred meters.  Such a device would be completely ineffective against a battle suit/infantry armor, but it works very well against unarmored people.  That is why the “assault rifle” is no longer a widely-used military weapon on planets of higher technological levels.  If a city, or a region, or a planet is being invaded, such a weapon will not stop enemy troops and battlemechs.

But the very clear delineation between military and non-military does not mean such weapons have disappeared—quite the contrary.  Most worlds maintain very small military forces, and such forces are usually kept far from civilian areas (as any combat operations would quickly wreck the civilian area and kill millions).  Against lightly armed opponents (people without military gear) an assault rifle is a very effective tool.  Paramilitary police forces (police specialized for fighting, not criminal investigation) would use such weapons when dealing with dangerous armed criminals, or when fighting insurgencies and rebellions (since it is very unlikely that the rebels would have access to Infantry Armor or other purely military gear).  Relatively modest manufacturing facilities can churn out very effective gunpowder firearms (hand-held energy weapons work, but are much more difficult to manufacture—you can’t whip one together in a machine shop).  

Small handguns are very effective during an insurgency.  When the fighting is primarily a “police action” in and around inhabited areas (cities), the heavy military units cannot effectively intervene without causing unacceptable collateral damage.  Any aspiring autocrat that tried to use military hardware in a civil war would find her popularity plummeting, as even his followers would be reticent about using weapons that would destroy the world or city they are trying to seize control of.

The ability of “assault style” weapons to deal a great deal of mayhem quickly results in them being legally restricted on many worlds.  Plus the fact that it is an effective tool of revolution makes governments prone to overthrow by revolution especially reluctant to allow widespread ownership.  Paramilitary-style weapons are produced and used by all the space-faring races.

Armor

The shape of the Human body developed over millions of years of selective pressure in the plains and forests of equatorial Africa.  This shape is not optimized for combat, and is certainly a very difficult shape to armor effectively (the long hairless limbs are actually designed to maximize surface area for evaporative cooling).  It has a very high surface area to volume ratio (all those long limbs), and there are lots of joints with a wide range of motion.  Trying to put armor a few centimeters thick all around is very difficult – in fact it renders most parts of the body completely immobile (e.g., vacuum hardsuits are only a few millimeters thick), and results in a very heavy suit.  You can use motors to compensate for the extra weight.  

Mechanical systems (power plants, control electronics, sensors, etc.) are all considerably more mature technologies in the world of Traveler.  Not necessarily tremendously more advanced—they have just had centuries—indeed millennia—to work out the bugs and get the systems working most efficiently.  So it is possible to make a “battle suit.”  However not all such suits are not anthropomorphic (shaped like the wearer).  A more compact shape which is easier to armor is often preferred, such as small battlemechs, with the pilot riding with.  Such a machine can have significant armor, and weapons powerful enough to defeat the armor of enemy suits.  Plus, military combat is deadly at a level that even 20th century perceptions of “high intensity conflict” cannot encompass.  Orbital bombardments, cluster-seeking munitions, combat robots of various sizes, tactical nuclear weapons, all make the battlefield a place where a guy in a foxhole with his gun is totally outclassed and quickly dead.

While the Imperium as a whole (its Naval forces, for example) tends to operate at a Tech Level of 14-15, the sophistication of guns and armor found on the various worlds will often vary with the local culture, government type, and technological level.  Planets with high tech levels tend to have militaries with the most advanced weapons and defense systems, while those of lower tech levels, including pre-industrial civilizations, will always have least advanced weapons.
