Chapter 11 Opener
The Virginia Tech Massacre

It was the deadliest shooting spree in American history, and the news coverage began with an extraordinary example of citizen journalism.  A graduate student recorded a cell phone video of the exterior of the campus building where the Virginia Tech classroom shootings were in progress.  The video, which displayed police officers reacting to the shooter's methodic gunfire, was televised frequently on the 24-hour coverage that began as the shootings were still in progress. 


The Virginia Tech massacre started at 7:15 a.m. on April 16, 2007, when Seung Hui Cho, a 23 year-old senior, gunned down two students in a high-rise dormitory.  Cho then returned to his room and prepared a package that he mailed to NBC News from a local post office.  At 9:45 a.m., Cho returned to campus, where, in a span of nine minutes, he killed 25 more students and five faculty members, while seriously wounding 25 others.  When police got close, Cho committed suicide with a gunshot to his temple.   In total, he had killed 33 people.

The package Cho sent to NBC News contained  a DVD with a video, photographs, and a written manifesto.  In his manifesto, Cho mentioned the killers from the 1999 Columbine school shooting with respect.  In the video he railed against bullies, rich kids, and materialism, and compared himself to Jesus Christ, claiming that his death would influence generations of people.  NBC executives debated whether or not to show any of the material.  They made copies of everything and gave the originals to the authorities, and then decided to show two minutes of the 25 minute video, seven of the 43 photographs and 37 sentences of the 23 pages of written manifesto. 


Was NBC justified in showing this material?  Some industry professionals said yes, adding that if NBC had refused to air it, they would have been criticized for holding it back.  Bob Steele, who teaches ethics at the Poynter Institute for Media Studies, told the Philadelphia Inquirer that the video "provided one more lens into who the killer was and what motivated him to carry out that slaughter."
 Andrew Tyndall, whose Tyndall Report monitors the nightly newscasts, commented, "Of course it was correct to show the tape. It was a vivid and informative demonstration of the young man's despair, rage, anguish and humiliation."


But many disagreed.  Students and faculty from Virginia Tech, along with relatives of victims of the campus shooting, were furious and said that glorifying Cho's rampage could lead to copycat killings.  One psychiatrist called the airing a social disaster, and added, "These videos do not help us understand Cho.  They distort him. He was meek. He was quiet. This is a PR tape of him trying to turn himself into a Quentin Tarantino character."
 A blogger for Advertising Age agreed, saying, “The gunman positioned himself to serve as his own post-mortem publicist.”

For these critics, Lionel Shriver, who had researched school shootings extensively for one of his novels, said it best:
Every school shooter has his own sorry story. Yet the one motivation that seems to tie all these misguided characters together is a yearning for media recognition. In an era that has lost touch with the distinction between fame and infamy, so driving is the need to be noticed -- for any reason -- that even posthumous attention will do.
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