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Article

Columbine. The word is synonymous with one of the dead-
liest and most infamous school shootings in U.S. history. 
The basic contours of the story are well known. On April 
20, 1999, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold—two White, 
upper-middle-class, suburban boys—went on a murderous 
rampage at Columbine High School, killing 12 students and 
one teacher before taking their own lives. Like so many 
school shootings before and since, Columbine both mes-
merized and mystified the public, which desperately wanted 
to understand why two seemingly ordinary high school 
seniors would commit such a horrific act. In the search for 
answers, the news media framed Harris and Klebold as “the 
monsters next door,” as troubled outsiders whose homicidal 
tendencies were fueled by heavy metal music (i.e., Marilyn 
Manson), hyper-violent films (i.e., Natural Born Killers), 
and, most insidiously, first-person shooter video games 
(i.e., Doom; see Consalvo, 2003; Frymer, 2009).

Indeed, shortly after Columbine, a report from the Senate 
Committee on the Judiciary (1999) blamed violent video 
games for the “pernicious effect” of training kids to find plea-
sure in killing. The vilification of violent video games in rela-
tion to the tragedy was so profound that, in 2001, some of the 
victims’ families sued 25 game makers, claiming that Eric 
and Dylan’s “incredibly deep involvement, use of and addic-
tion to these games” enabled them to commit the shooting 
(Ward, 2001). The supposed link between Columbine and 
violent video games would ultimately inspire Danny Ledonne 
to create Super Columbine Massacre RPG! (SCMRPG!)—a 
controversial, dark and, we contend, deeply meditative video 
game that users play as Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold.

Although films about Columbine, such as Michael 
Moore’s (2002) Bowling for Columbine and Gus Van Sant’s 
(2003) Elephant, have been widely praised, the idea of 
playing Columbine strikes many as sick, soulless, and sim-
ply wrong (Vaughan & Crecente, 2006). Not surprisingly, 
then, SCMRPG!, which mixes a low-res, 2-D cartoonish 
role-playing design with actual video, images, and dialogue 
from Columbine, has drawn considerable criticism and con-
cern. Friends and family of Columbine victims who were 
interviewed for an article about the game in the Washington 
Post were described as “outraged,” “infuriated,” and “dis-
traught” over news of the game (Vargas). Meanwhile, PC 
Magazine called it the second worst game of all time in 
2006.

In this essay, we offer an alternative reading of the video 
game SCMRPG!, one that explores the potential of the 
game to promote critical thought about gun violence gener-
ally and school shootings in particular. Specifically, we 
argue that SCMRPG! invites players to engage in critical 
(gun) play by juxtaposing interactive, non-realistic  
violence—reflected through a campy nineties Nintendo-
game aesthetic—with photographic evidence, known dia-
logue, and detailed narrative from Columbine. In the course 
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of SCMRPG!’s gameplay, individuals are prompted to criti-
cally examine the “social, cultural, political, or even per-
sonal themes that function as alternates to [its] play spaces” 
(Flanagan, 2009, p. 6). We maintain these themes include 
the frustration and alienation of high school, rampage kill-
ing as a fantasized response to bullying, and, ultimately, the 
senselessness of this response. In support of this argument, 
our essay unfolds in four parts. First, we explore the history 
and development of the game. Second, we unpack the 
notion of critical (gun) play. Third, we undertake an analy-
sis of the game itself, attending to its systems, play, and 
design. Fourth, we explore the implications of our analysis 
for using video games to promote critical thought.

Creating SCMRPG!

Growing up in Alamosa, Colorado, Ledonne—who was a 
high school sophomore when the Columbine shooting 
occurred—was deeply affected by it. A frequent target of 
bullying himself, Ledonne felt alienated by the “culture of 
elitism” fostered by the school’s athletes (Vaughan & 
Crecente, 2006). While he could empathize with the frustra-
tion and anger that many believed fueled Eric and Dylan’s 
violent attack, Ledonne was frightened by the gruesome 
outcome. As he explained, “It was a bit scary, once I learned 
more about these boys, because it was like I was looking in 
the mirror and I didn’t want the same fate for myself” 
(Crecente, 2006).

The lasting impact Columbine had on Ledonne is what 
prompted him to create SCMRPG! After learning how to 
use RPG Maker, American Standard Code for Information 
Interchange (ASCII’s) role-playing game creation software, 
Ledonne set out to create a game about Columbine. He 
researched the shooting for 6 months, combing through 
thousands of publicly released documents, watching news 
reports, and viewing Eric and Dylan’s homemade videos 
(Vargas, 2006). For Ledonne, thorough and factual research 
was essential to the game’s design. He wanted the gameplay 
narrative and dialogue to accurately mirror the events that 
took place on that fateful day. According to Thompson 
(2007), “Ledonne actually reconstructed copious dialogue 
for the pair, pulled from real-life transcripts of what they 
said on the day of the shooting.” Ledonne has estimated that 
approximately 80% of Eric and Dylan’s dialogue in the 
game came from their own writings and tapes, as well as 
survivors’ accounts.

When Ledonne (2005a) designed SCMRPG!, he sought 
to create a “socially conscious” game designed to “genu-
inely challenge social taboos or confront real cultural 
issues.” On the game’s website, Ledonne urges players to 
explore all the areas of gameplay, explaining, “This game is 
intended to deepen the understanding of the shooting and its 
possible causes. What the player takes out of it is ultimately 
dependant [sic] upon what the player puts into it” 

(“Welcome”). The game was intended to elicit a range of 
emotions and, ideally, introspection about Columbine and 
school shootings in general. To promote dialogue on the 
concepts, ideas, and themes in the game, Ledonne added a 
discussion forum which, he believed, was an essential com-
ponent to SCMRPG!’s gameplay.

Ledonne released SCMRPG! on the fifth anniversary of 
the shooting under the alias “Columbin.” Initially, the game 
escaped mainstream attention, circulating primarily in 
underground gaming circles. But that changed about 6 
months after SCMRPG!’s release when an article in The 
Rocky Mountain News thrust the game and its creator into 
the public spotlight (Dugan, 2007). Since then, the response 
to SCMRPG! has been deeply divided between those who 
find it a deplorable glorification of murder and those who 
find it a disturbing, yet important game about school shoot-
ings. Interestingly, these two responses generally corre-
spond to whether or not one has played the game (Bogost, 
2006). It appears, therefore, that SCMRPG!’s social value is 
evident only after playing it. In other words, the game gar-
ners its rhetorical force precisely through its gameplay. As 
we demonstrate, SCMRPG! engages its players in a critical 
form of play to promote contemplation and dialogue about 
the Columbine shooting, and similar school rampages, via 
its system, design, and play.

Engaging in Critical Play

Over the past decade, there has been an increase in video 
games that, like SCMRPG!, address social and political 
issues, subvert dominant norms and ideologies, and critique 
cultural institutions and practices ranging from the Roman 
Catholic Church’s attempts to silence abuse victims (i.e., 
Operation: Pedopriest) to the global effects of smartphone 
creation (i.e., Phone Game). While these games go by many 
names, such as social activist games (Flanagan, 2009), phil-
osophical games (Konzack, 2009), serious games (Neys & 
Jansz, 2010), and our preferred label, persuasive games 
(Bogost, 2007), they share similar characteristics. Within 
this genre of games, Konzack (2009) explains, “the under-
lying rules of the game presents a vision of the world” that 
players are invited to contemplate (p. 34). Thus, profit does 
not drive their creation or purpose; rather, these game are 
intended to “make people think” (Flanagan, 2009, p. 249). 
Persuasive games do so by mounting claims regarding 
socio-cultural processes and practices through the most 
unique property of the video game medium, the procedural 
system that establishes the parameters of play (Bogost, 
2007, 2008). Consequently, persuasive games often eschew 
entertaining players to craft a rhetorical message through 
their gameplay.

Flanagan (2009) introduced the concept of “critical play” 
to theorize the specific type of interactive experience persua-
sive games create. As Flanagan (2009) explains,  
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“[c]ritical play means to create or occupy play environments 
and activities that represent one or more questions about 
aspects of human life” (p. 6). These questions, whether 
abstract and conceptual or specific and material, are posed 
through the game’s simulated scenarios in which players 
actively take part. In other words, persuasive games invite 
critical thinking through immersive, virtual experiences of 
current socio-cultural and political processes within digital 
environments. Some games, such as Darfur Is Dying and 
Disaffected!, deal with processes (living in a refugee camp 
and becoming an apathetic employee, respectively) that 
oppress, marginalize, and disenfranchise individuals and 
groups, whereas others, such as Madrid and September 12th, 
deal with the intricate processes of memorialization and 
national security with regard to the issue of terrorism. In this 
regard, SCMRPG! deals with the process of planning and 
carrying out a school shooting, specifically Columbine.

For persuasive games, critical play occurs when players 
position themselves within the matrixes of these simulated 
processes, make specific behavioral choices within the game, 
and respond to the consequences of these decisions. In this 
way, persuasive games digitally represent processual logics 
to persuade players that specific social, cultural, and political 
processes do, could, should, or, sometimes, do not function in 
certain ways (Bogost, 2007, 2008). Bogost (2007) argues that 
these games utilize procedural rhetoric, or the persuasive use 
of processes, to make arguments “through the authorship of 
rules of behaviors, the construction of dynamic models”  
(p. 29). By representing processes, the procedural rhetorics of 
persuasive games offer players a means to explore the sys-
temic nature of issues such as labor exploitation, obesity, and, 
in SCMRPG!’s case, school shootings.

Designers use procedural rhetorics to establish the rules 
of a persuasive game, which creates what Bogost (2008) 
calls the “possibility space” of their critical play. While 
rules constrain a system by establishing its parameters, they 
also produce the range of possible actions and behaviors for 
players. “In a video game,” Bogost (2008) explains, “the 
possibility space refers to the myriad configurations the 
player might construct to see the ways the processes 
inscribed in the system work” (p. 121). For instance, 
because SCMRPG! attempts to create a factual representa-
tion of the Columbine shooting, the possibility space of its 
gameplay is created by rules based on Eric and Dylan’s 
actual activities and dialogue the morning of the shooting. 
The critical play that persuasive games engage players in 
invites individuals to both explore the procedural represen-
tation of a social, cultural, or political issue as well as ana-
lyze what this simulated process is attempting to persuade 
players about regarding its “real-world” equivalent.

For SCMRPG!, Ledonne selected video games as the 
most appropriate medium to address the complex issues 
surrounding the Columbine shooting. Neys and Jansz 
(2010) explain that

to be able to tell their story through a medium they intimately 
understood—and one the press would blame for the shooting—
seemed to him to be an effective way of confronting the event 
using a dialectic of medium and message. (p. 234)

The video game medium itself, then, is part of Ledonne’s 
rhetorical message. Considering the public fascination with 
why Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold committed the shoot-
ing, Ledonne decided to create a game that enables players 
to simulate the pair’s actions that day and to engage in a 
representation of the processual logics underwriting the 
preparation and execution of their rampage. In this way, 
SCMRPG! subverts the public obsession with finding a 
“cause” or “reason” for Columbine by allowing individuals 
to play Eric and Dylan to gain insight into the duo’s actions 
and mental states.

The Critical (Gun) Play of SCMRPG!

Analyzing the ways that designers, such as Ledonne, use 
procedural rhetoric to provoke critical play necessitates that 
scholars develop a gaming literacy. Zimmerman (2009) 
argues that the three essential components of a gaming lit-
eracy should include systems, play, and design. Systems 
refer to the rules of play that govern the simulated process, 
play refers to the possibility space created by these rules, and 
design focuses on the technological and aesthetic choices 
made to immerse players. Our analysis will focus on these 
components as they are executed across SCMRPG!’s three 
main levels: preparation, shooting, and afterlife.

The three levels of SCMRPG! loosely resemble Eric and 
Dylan’s original plan. While the Columbine shooting was 
tragic, Eric and Dylan’s original plan was far more menac-
ing. They meticulously planned their “Judgment Day” to 
unfold in three horrifying “acts” (Cullens, 2009, p. 32). 
First, two propane shrapnel bombs were scheduled to deto-
nate in the cafeteria at the peak of lunch hour. Then, as ter-
rified students fled the burning school, Eric and Dylan 
would open fire from separate vantage points that covered 
“two of the three main exits” leading to the parking lot  
(p. 34). Finally, less than an hour later, propane bombs in 
both Eric and Dylan’s cars would explode, killing survi-
vors, first responders, and media crews that had congre-
gated in the school parking lot. In SCMRPG!, Level 1 
consists of planting the propane bombs, which ultimately 
fail. Level 2 involves charging the school and killing stu-
dents. It concludes with Dylan and Eric’s suicides and is 
followed by a brief affectively charged interlude. Level 3 
finds Dylan in Hell, where he must find and spar with Satan.

Level 1

SCMRPG! opens with a quotation from André Breton: “The 
purest surrealist act would be to go into a crowd and fire at 
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random.” As players contemplate the quotation, they are 
immediately exposed to the game’s surrealist aesthetic, 
which juxtaposes a role-playing game format with a vintage 
90s-era Nintendo-style 2-D design (think: The Legend of 
Zelda). Rooms are simple box shapes, characters are tiny 
cartoonish figures, and the graphics are so pixilated that it is 
nearly impossible to discern objects and read printed dia-
logue on screen. The vintage design captures the aesthetic 
of games Eric and Dylan played when they were younger, 
which allows the player both to play a game aesthetically 
similar to those played by the pair and to play as the pair. 
“As the player navigates virtual space,” Shaw and Warf 
(2009) observe of video games, “the representations con-
templated become embodied, felt, experienced, and lived” 
(p. 9). The game design, therefore, creates a dualistic expe-
rience of materially and virtually playing Eric and Dylan.

As a system, SCMRPG! represents the process of the 
Columbine High School rampage beginning with Level 1: 
the preparation stage. During Level 1, the rules of play are 
to gather weapons, to go to Columbine High School, to 
plant two propane bombs in the cafeteria without being 
stopped by anyone or being seen by surveillance cameras, 
to go to Clement Park to gear up, to set a car bomb in 
Dylan’s truck, and to wait on Rebel Hill for the explosions. 
The rules in Level 1 factually mirror Eric and Dylan’s actual 
plan. Players choose to gear up, plant the bombs, and wait 
for the havoc to begin while fully cognizant of the “real-
world” outcome of these cartoonish actions. In other words, 
to adhere to the game’s rules, players must virtually plan, 
prepare for, and carry out murder. As Rohrer (2007) of 
Arthouse Games explains, “[j]ust hitting the spacebar to 
pick up those duffle bags in Harris’ basement—there was an 
inescapable feeling that I was doing it” (para. 5). While no 
violence occurs in Level 1, players must follow Eric and 
Dylan’s plan.

The procedural rhetoric of SCMRPG! asserts that to suc-
ceed in carrying out the shooting, one needs a detailed, 
multi-step plan that can be executed without detection. 
Within the confines of the game, avoiding detection is not 
easy. The plan is stymied if a student, faculty, or staff mem-
ber stops to question the player. “[I]f procedural rhetorics 
facilitate dialectical interrogations of process-based claims 
about how real-world processes do, can, or should work” 
(Bogost, 2007, p. 57), then this rule implies students, fac-
ulty, and staff all have the power to avert the school shoot-
ing. Being stopped by another character or caught by the 
cameras is not a fatal or final act though. Players neither die 
nor suffer damage when caught; they are simply sent out-
side to try again. This rule would seem to suggest that the 
members of a school community must be ever vigilant in 
their efforts to protect the school.

SCMRPG!’s rules make it impossible to do anything 
other than what is in Eric and Dylan’s plan. There are no 
extraneous spaces to explore (only Eric’s bedroom, the 

parking lot, Clement Park, and the school) and no extrane-
ous characters to interact with. The game affords only the 
space needed to carry out the plan. This claustrophobic 
design emphasizes the singular determination of Eric and 
Dylan. Players can either choose to go through with the plan 
or not play at all. Furthermore, if players try to explore addi-
tional spaces past the parking lot, they are taunted by their 
partner who implores, “Don’t pussy out on me!” The rules 
seem to suggest that Eric and Dylan had no perceived alter-
natives. This is compounded by the factual ending of Level 
1, the failure of Eric and Dylan’s original plan. But the rules 
also invite reflection on peer pressure and fraternity. Would 
Eric and Dylan have gone through with this plan without 
each other? Did they pressure each other into sticking to the 
plan? Were Eric and Dylan afraid of disappointing each 
other if they decided to abort the plan?

Curiosity drives SCMRPG!’s Level 1 gameplay, which 
Rohrer (2007) explains, “plays much like an adventure 
game.” Players look around for clues about the plan and 
take up challenges to complete it. The physical, locomotive 
act of this play is similar to a game of hide and seek. Players 
move a few spots, continuously hitting the spacebar in 
hopes of learning the significance of each new object. For 
instance, in Eric’s bedroom, players can pick up a box of 
Luvox and find out that Eric was on anti-depressants, which 
resulted in his rejection from the U.S. Marines. Factual 
anecdotes like this are combined with more sardonic state-
ments such as, “You scored ‘Doom’ for the PC2. Let the 
desensitization to violence BEGIN!” This shift from docu-
mentary to satirical styles has a temporal and embodied 
impact on players. The factoids draw the player into the 
past, aligning the player with Eric, whereas the ironic quips 
situate the player in the present, reflecting on the moral 
panic over video game violence after Columbine. Players 
momentarily cease being Eric to ponder the reflexivity of 
the quip. Shifting players from past to present, virtual to 
material, SCMRPG! refuses to allow players from becom-
ing fully immersed in its gameplay.

While the game prevents players’ full immersion, Level 
1 is the most affectively powerful portion of the game. 
While preparing for their rampage, Eric and Dylan’s dia-
logue ranges from anger and hatred (i.e., “I hope we kill two 
hundred fifty of you!”) to excitement and pleasure (i.e., 
“What fun is life without a little death?”) to reflection (i.e., 
“Yes, Shakespeare said it best: Good wombs hath borne bad 
sons.”), nostalgia (i.e., “Ah, Blackjack Pizza. Those were 
the days . . .”), fatalism (i.e., “We need to die, too.”), and 
even a bit of guilt (i.e., “I wish I was a fucking sociopath so 
I didn’t have any remorse, but I do.”). The manic dialogue 
promotes the “affective atmosphere” of the game. Duff (2010) 
explains that, “[a]ffective atmospheres capture the emotional 
feel of place, as well as the store of action-potential, the dis-
positions and agencies, potentially enactable in that place” 
(p. 881). During this preparation stage, Eric and Dylan can 

http://csc.sagepub.com/


Sci and Ott 5

listen to Nirvana, watch the “Horror” speech from 
Apocalypse Now, and record a final video “for everyone to 
puzzle over.” While players are not required to do these 
actions to level up (move on), this is all part of the possibil-
ity space of the SCMRPG! Level 1 gameplay, then, com-
bines the extraordinary activities of planning the attack with 
the more banal practices of everyday life, a juxtaposition 
that works to humanize Eric and Dylan.

Level 2

When the bombs in the cafeteria failed to detonate at 
Columbine, Eric and Dylan decided to storm the school. In 
keeping with this historical detail, Level 2 of SCMRPG! 
focuses on the shooting spree. When the level begins, the 
parking lot is immediately populated with potential vic-
tims. Although the violence in the game is gleaned from a 
tragic source, the game design attempts to downplay the 
actual fatalities through the vintage role-playing format 
and exclusion of information about the victims. Considering 
how the events of the Columbine shooting lend themselves 
to the first-person shooter gaming genre, Ledonne’s choice 
to make SCMRPG! an “indie retro” role-playing game 
emphasizes story-telling over the sensory experience of 
gunplay (Camper, 2009, p. 191). By inviting immersion 
through narrative rather than graphic realism, SCMRPG! 
shifts the focus from the amount and details of a player’s 
kills to the intricacies of Eric and Dylan’s experiences and 
mentalities.

This move is magnified by the game’s most telling omis-
sion: the actual victims. During Eric and Dylan’s attack, 
they killed Matthew Kechter, Kyle Velasquez, Rachel Scott, 
Cassie Bernall, John Tomlin, Daniel Rohrbough, Daniel 
Mauser, Kelly Fleming, Isaiah Shoels, Lauren Townsend, 
Corey DePooter, and Dave Sanders. But within the world of 
SCMRPG!, there is no information about these individuals 
(even their names). In not personalizing the victims, the 
game enables players’ empathetic engagement with Eric 
and Dylan and their sense of alienation. Belman and 
Flanagan (2009) argue that video games can be designed to 
foster empathy by crafting “a vicarious experience” of the 
lives of disenfranchised, persecuted, and stigmatized 
groups. This theory is based partially on Batson et al.’s 
(1997) study of empathy, which found that when partici-
pants were asked to imagine a convicted murder’s feelings 
while listening to his narrative of the event, the participants 
not only experienced more empathy for the individual but 
also empathized with the stigmatized group in general.

SCMRPG!’s design mirrors this approach by focusing 
solely on Eric and Dylan’s experience and crafting emo-
tional flashback sequences that function as ruminations on 
their feelings of alienation and angst and how this trans-
formed into anger and superiority. These flashback 
sequences fadeout to mustard-yellow-hued memories and 

rock ballads, during which Eric and Dylan reflect on painful 
events such as lunchroom seclusions and locker room beat-
ings. Drawing on common high school experiences, these 
flashbacks use nostalgia-induced aesthetics and sounds to 
intuitively induce feelings of empathy about the emotional 
roller-coaster of teenage life. However, these moments of 
empathy are sharply tempered by the inevitable transition 
from expressions of sadness and hurt to seething, absolute 
hatred, and disgust. For instance, Dylan recounts his intense 
longing to be noticed during lunch, which slowly progress 
into declarations of loathing and superiority. Following this 
memory, players scroll through an excerpt from T. S. Eliot’s 
poem “The Hollow Men” and contemplate Dylan’s evolu-
tion from empathetic victim to unhinged killer. This emo-
tional transformation is exacerbated when, returning to the 
present, Dylan states, “[n]ow it’s judgment day, Reb. It’s 
time to destroy them all.” The introspection of the flash-
backs are further contrasted by the standardized RPG attack 
sequences and maniacal pleasure Eric and Dylan express as 
they terrorize students, faculty, and staff.

The design contrast between Levels 1 and 2 works to 
situate the shooting within a larger system, in this case, 
within what Ahmed calls an “affective economy of hatred.” 
Ahmed (2004) argues that such an economy involves “rela-
tionships of difference and displacement without positive 
value” (p. 45). As feelings of hatred circulate, they “pro-
duce a differentiation between ‘us’ and ‘them’, whereby 
‘they’ are constructed as the cause of ‘our’ feelings of hate. 
Indeed, we can see how [subjective] attachment involves a 
sliding between pain and hate” (p. 48). As a player versus 
environment game, SCMRPG! crafts a play experience that 
locates Eric and Dylan in opposition to everyone in 
Columbine High School, highlighting their feelings of 
anger at being ostracized. Furthermore, this economy estab-
lishes a dynamic relationship between the pain of alienation 
and the pleasure of retribution. Within this system, the 
Columbine shooting was not an anomaly, but an intense 
expression of repressed emotion. Eric and Dylan did not 
have a psychotic break and suddenly attack. Rather, as 
SCMRPG! narrativizes, their hatred simmered over four 
long years, culminating in an economy of hatred in which 
the perceived source of their pain had to pay for their 
anguish.

Within this system, there are no rules in Level 2 except 
“go in and make some fucking history!” There are no spe-
cific students or number of students to target. These rules 
create a possibility space that invites players to fully explore 
the school space and shoot whomever they choose. The pro-
cedural rhetoric of this seeming lack of rules asserts a claim 
about the randomness of the Columbine shootings and 
school rampages in general. Within SCMRPG! players can 
shoot and kill any student, not just those who died during 
the actual shooting. As Ledonne explained, “the shooting 
itself wasn’t about killing . . . specific kids. It was really 
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about angry malevolent destruction” (Totilo, 2006, para. 
18). Because Eric and Dylan did not specifically target any 
of their victims, their aggression was directed toward the 
entire “environment” of Columbine and, almost, everyone 
in it.

While curiosity is still a component of Level 2 gameplay, 
the mechanics of SCMRPG! also suggest that players need 
to attain enough combat experience to survive Level 3, a 
simulation of Hell. Although, players can avoid killing any 
student and still progress to Level 3, their time in Hell will 
most likely be brief. Like many role-playing games, players 
power up each time they kill someone in SCMRPG! 
Therefore, players need to accumulate an abundance of kills 
before proceeding to Level 3. While these game mechanics 
break sharply from the actual event, which resulted in 13 
specific deaths, they do reflect Eric and Dylan’s original 
plan. After all, as Rohrer (2007) notes, “their goal was to 
kill as many people as possible” (para. 16).

Even though the game mechanics seem to promote 
senseless murder, the gameplay has the opposite effect. The 
most fascinating aspect of SCMRPG!’s Level 2 gameplay is 
the morally challenging experience it creates for players. 
Given its PC platform and RPG retro style, players must 
consciously make the decision to kill students. Although 
some students fight back, none strike without first being 
attacked. SCMRPG! players do not have to defend them-
selves as they might in a combat-style game. Rather, they 
must kill non-aggressive characters in a non-challenging 
environment to gain more power. Moreover, because 
SCMRPG! lacks a shooter interface, players do not physi-
cally pull a trigger or aim a gun. Killing, within this system, 
becomes a conscious choice rather than an instinctual 
response or demonstration of player skill.

The kill sequences are further complicated by their eerie 
style and repetitive play. The students are characterized by 
labels such as Jock Type, Nerdy Girl, Sheltered Girl, Openly 
Gay Boy, Preppy Boy, Cherubic Bumpkin, and Church Girl. 
The attack screen zooms in on the 16-bit characters strangely 
distorting their features and situates them in front of real 
photographs of Columbine from different contexts such as 
outside the school, a classroom, and the hallway, cafeteria, 
and library. The “magic circle” of the game collapses as the 
physical spaces of Columbine are used to contextualize 
each simulated murder (Huizinga, 1950). However, the 
affective impact of this virtual/material blending quickly 
loses its intensity due to the lack of variation. Players kill 
Preppy Boys, Popular Girls, and Church Boys in the exact 
same visual screen over and over again. Rather than inspire 
more kills, the disturbing and repetitive nature of the kills 
provokes a mixture of embodied sensations such as disgust, 
remorse, and, ultimately, apathy.

During this gameplay, the simulated act of killing 
becomes unpleasurable, troubling, and, eventually, dull. 
While players’ sensate experience is displeasure, Eric and 

Dylan’s digital sprites continually gush with excitement and 
glee at each kill. For instance, Dylan jumps excitedly, 
exclaiming “[t]his is what we’ve always wanted to do. This 
is awesome!” Flanagan (2009) argues that, “To activist 
designers, irony is one of many strategies of critical play” 
(p. 229). In this case, the irony is a fully embodied experi-
ence as players struggle to continue SCMRPG! As Bogost 
(2006) observes, SCMRPG! is “not technically difficult, but 
conceptually difficult” (para. 8). Far from glamorizing vio-
lence, the game creates an experience of violence that is 
both unsettling and unsatisfying.

Interlude

To progress to Level 3, players must commit suicide in the 
library following a shootout with police. As one does so, the 
screen momentarily turns black. The black screen is accom-
panied by the sound of two guns being cocked and then 
fired. Eric and Dylan’s bloodied and life-less avatar bodies 
are followed by actual photos of their corpses in the library. 
In a video game full of simulated deaths, these gory and 
violent images are deeply distressing. After hours of being 
Eric, players must not only choose to kill his avatar, they 
must bear witness to his physical death too. As a muzak ver-
sion of the Smashing Pumpkins’ “Thirty-Three” plays, a 
montage of media photos of anguished and grieving survi-
vors flashes across the screen. Images of the victims are 
excluded in favor of a memorial montage of Eric and Dylan. 
Childhood photos chronicle each of their transformations 
from child to boy to teen before ending with photos of their 
white crosses on Rebel Hill. The interlude, although heavy 
handed, invites introspection about the game and its paral-
lels to Columbine and other school shootings.

Level 3

After his suicide, Dylan awakens alone and unarmed in a 
version of Hell ruled by a South Park–inspired Satan. 
Although this design decision may seem surprising, it rhe-
torically functions as a satirical representation of the public 
assumption that Eric and Dylan were evil monsters who 
were obviously hell-bound. In what Thompson (2007) calls 
“a hilariously meta touch,” all of the demons in Hell are 
from Doom, which was vilified in the media as partially 
inspiring the Columbine shooting (para. 23). Introspective 
dialogue is replaced with parodies of several real people 
and fictional characters on the Island of Lost Souls, includ-
ing Ronald Reagan, Santa Clause, Pokémon, John Lennon, 
Jon Benet Ramsey, Darth Vader, Socrates, and Mario. The 
intertextual nature of this design choice introduces some 
humor and much-needed pleasure into the game. Camper 
(2009) argues, that as “[t]he emphasis on legitimization or 
realism fades,” the remediation of video games and their 
characters becomes “a tactic for evoking and re-interpreting 
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the medium’s past, an expert vehicle for the homage, the 
parody, or the genre revival” (p. 186). While the aesthetics 
of SCMRPG!’s Hell serves a parodic function, its system 
addresses a more serious topic: survival.

SCMRPG!’s system reflects the process of survival when 
lacking equipment, assistance, and knowledge of one’s sur-
rounding. If a player is able to survive, the final challenge in 
SCMRPG! consists of sparing with Satan and collecting the 
Satanic Bible. Once completed, Satan invites Eric and 
Dylan to stay with him and watch society’s response to the 
shooting. In this way, Level 3 reverts back to the “adventure 
game” format. Dylan explores Hell in search of Eric and 
some weapons knowing there’s a chance he’ll meet some 
interesting characters. However, as most critics noted, Hell 
is long, arduous, and almost impossible to survive unless 
you kill most or all of the students in Level 2. Within the 
procedural rhetoric of SCMRPG!, it becomes clear that a 
person must commit horrible acts of violence to be evil 
enough to thrive in Hell. As Ledonne explains, “It’s a little 
joke—you have to be really, really bad to survive in hell” 
(Thompson, 2007, p. 25). Although this process does reflect 
Eric’s “survival of the fittest” philosophy, it is difficult to 
take this procedural claim too seriously. As Nietzsche, an 
esteemed resident of Hell in the game, advises, “I suggest 
you refrain from taking all this damnation too terribly seri-
ously whatsoever.”

There are three main rules that help establish the possi-
bility space of Level 3 gameplay. First, players require 
every weapon they can find to battle the Cyber Demon that 
guards the portal to both Nietzsche’s and Satan’s lairs. 
Second, one needs to choose battles wisely and, at times, to 
retreat from the onslaught of aggressive demons. Third, 
players must pay close attention to the scenery clues to suc-
cessfully navigate Hell. These rules completely reverse the 
logic of Levels 1 and 2’s gameplay by emphasizing techni-
cal, rather than conceptual, difficulty. Rather than provoke 
introspection about school shootings and gun violence, 
Level 3 gameplay stresses gaming skill and knowledge to 
appreciate the ways it parodies this medium. This level 
brings a bit of levity to the affective intensity of SCMRPG!’s 
gameplay. While this does offer some emotional relief to 
players, it also underscores the conceptual triviality of many 
dominant games. This reversal helps to highlight the differ-
ence between the critical play provoked by persuasive 
games and the pleasure of immersion in more traditional 
games.

Conclusion

As an epilogue to the game, Ledonne included a scene from 
a press conference following Columbine. But it could just 
as easily/eerily have been a press conference following any 
school shooting. A variety of people speak, offering their 
own assessments of the tragedy. In their search for answers, 

they cite familiar culprits: declining moral values, easy 
access to guns, and the ubiquity of violence in popular 
media (especially video games). For a time, the public dis-
cusses and debates these issues. But rarely does any deep 
structural change occur. Why is this the case? It is the case, 
in part, because it is easier to point fingers at others—
whether individuals and institutions—than to hold up a mir-
ror to ourselves and to ask how we are all complicit in a 
culture of violence. SCMRPG! is unique in that it does not 
seek to dehumanize the perpetrators, but to see their actions 
from a new perspective. This is not a defensive or apolo-
getic discourse, but a critical, reflexive, and pedagogical 
one.

SCMRPG!’s procedural rhetoric engages players in 
questions regarding the systemic nature of school shootings 
and the affective economy of hatred and disenfranchise-
ment that too often accompanies these tragedies. The game 
also foregrounds the banality of violence simulated in the 
gaming medium by morally complicating the act of virtual 
murder that occurs in many video games. As Ledonne 
explains, “I’m also making a point about choice in real life. 
The killers made a choice every time they pulled the trigger, 
and it affected them. You make the same choices in the 
game, and it affects you” (Thompson, 2007, para 25). This 
effect is disturbing, unsettling, and, at times, profound. 
Consequently, we believe that if we want to change the cul-
ture of gun violence in the United States, then we need to 
change ourselves. And that means, using the tools of our 
culture, such as video games, to educate as well as entertain, 
to invite introspection as well as immersion, and to promote 
community as well as competitiveness.
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