CHAPTER OPENER

Did Media Cause Columbine?

In 1999, two teenage gunmen killed 12 students, a teacher, and themselves at their high school in Littleton, Colorado.  Almost immediately, news reports revealed that the gunmen had been attracted to mediated violence.  The killers were reportedly fans of the movie The Basketball Diaries (1995) in which a drugged-out high school student played by Leonardo DiCaprio daydreams of gunning down his teacher and most of the kids in his class.  The Littleton gunmen were also fans of Natural Born Killers (1994), in which two young people become serial killers and, in the process, media darlings.

Some critics blamed the violent rap music that the Littleton killers listened to.  The main suspicion, however, settled on video games.  The killers were known to enjoy games such as Doom and Quake, which they played on the Internet.  Critics claimed that these games, which involve shooting images of human beings, help players become more skillful murderers.  The skill levels shift as players improve at pointing and shooting, rewarding them with an increase in the level of violence.  Most importantly, they feature “an armed first-person actor in a hostile world full of completely dehumanized targets.  This is a fantasy that inevitably prevents the player from personifying his assailants, which is why it has worked so well as a form of military training.”
   

Many critics insisted that even the ads for the games encouraged violence.  Sales slogans included, "As easy as killing babies with axes," "More fun than shooting your neighbor's cat," and "Get in touch with your gun-toting, testosterone pumping, cold-blooded murdering side."  One ad featured a picture of a severed head and the slogan, "Happiness is a warm cranium."  The ads were apparently effective.  The video games market was exploding, racking up $6 billion in retail sales in 1998, which almost rivaled movie box-office receipts.  Sales had been growing at a rate of more than 30 percent annually.

In the wake of the shootings, members of Congress proposed a bill that would require the Surgeon General to conduct a comprehensive study of the effects of media violence on American youths.
  It was not the first time for such a call, and it will probably not be the last.
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