
 Situations Vol. 1(Fall 2007) © 2007 by Yonsei University 

 

Patrick Brantlinger 
                                                                         Rudy Professor of English Literature 

       (Indiana University, Bloomington) 

 

 

Shooters:   
Cultural Contexts of the Virginia Tech Tragedy 

 

  

ABSTRACT 
 
From a cultural studies perspective, “Shooters” analyzes the possible motivations 

underlying Seung-hui Cho’s (Cho Sŭng-hŭi) mass murder at Virginia Tech University.  

The chief categories it surveys are race, class, gender, and America’s gun culture.  It 

seems likely that all four factors influenced that tragedy.  Seung-hui was racially taunted 

in high school; perhaps his parents and sister also experienced racial discrimination as 

immigrants from Korea.  In his play-scripts and videos, Seung-hui pays more attention to 

class, expressing hatred of working-class jobs such as his parents’ labor in dry cleaning 

establishments.  He is also obviously obsessed with sexual issues; his rejection by the 

young women at Virginia Tech whom he supposedly “stalked” may have been the last 

straw. Equally important to the story, however, is America’s gun culture, and particularly 

the ease with which it is possible to purchase guns in Virginia and, indeed, in other states. 
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After the massacre at Virginia Tech University on 16 April 2007, if Seung-Hui Cho (Cho 

Sŭng-hŭi) had not shot himself, would a jury have found him innocent because of 

insanity?  Perhaps.  Seung was clearly deranged; he may have been autistic, or paranoid, 

or schizophrenic; he was a sociopath; he didn’t relate well to other people.1  Maybe the 

conviction that he was insane helps to explain the forgiveness expressed by many in the 

Virginia Tech community, which has been extraordinary.  His older sister, Sun-Kyung 

(Sŏn-gyŏng), graduated from Princeton University in economics in 2004 and now works 

for the U.S. State Department.  She too is extraordinary.  But sadly, though she should 

not feel guilt for her brother’s deeds, she may always feel guilt for her brother’s deeds:  

“He has made the world weep.  We are living a nightmare.”  She is a successful woman, 

but has been “humbled by this darkness.”  So have we all. “We have always been a close, 

peaceful and loving family. ...We never could have envisioned that he was capable of so 

much violence” (ABC6 News). 

 

From a cultural studies standpoint, the exact diagnosis of Seung’s insanity, even if it 

could be established, is almost irrelevant.2  On the contrary, what cultural studies can 

help to explain or at least explore are the reasons behind his rampage.  In particular, what 

cultural factors contributed to his state of mind and may have prompted the massacre?  I 

will examine four factors:  race, class, gender, and America’s “gun culture” or, simply, 

“gunism” (Lifton).  Regarding race, class, and gender, it seems obvious that Seung, a 23-

year-old English major at Virginia Tech, felt trapped.  According to Sun-Kyung, even in 

childhood Seung “struggled to fit in” (ABC6 News).  The mass media have relentlessly, 

and it appears accurately, described him as a “loner” and a “loser.”  He may have been 

                                                 
1   The American mass media at first used “Cho Seung-Hui” and then changed to “Seung-Hui Cho.”  
Because he signed his play-scripts “Seung Cho,” I refer to him in this essay as “Seung.” 
 
2   More relevant is how Virginia Tech’s professors, administrators, counselors, and others dealt with a 
young man who displayed symptoms of mental illness.  Katherine Newman writes:  “We might expect 
adults who routinely deal with adolescents, such as school personnel, to be able to spot mental illness.  It 
turns out to be exceptionally difficult, largely because problems like clinical depression or schizophrenia 
may be in their early stages, lacking some of the symptoms that manifest themselves later in life” 
(Rampage 60).  Seung was, however, twenty-three, and on a number of occasions his parents had sought 
help for him through church, before he left for the university. 
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deranged, but he was also rational enough to recognize that, despite getting a college 

education, he had little “cultural capital” at his disposal.   

 

In Pierre Bourdieu’s terms, the value of “cultural capital” is determined by both the 

“social field” and “the habitus” common to those within the field.   The field is the set of 

social positions more or less available for individuals to compete for, occupy, or avoid, 

mapped by hierarchies of value.  What Bourdieu calls “the habitus” is the set of    

“dispositions” individuals have for valuing one position over another, and for striving to 

move in one direction or another within the social field.  When I say, from a cultural 

studies perspective, what must be explained are the reasons Seung acted as he did, I am 

using a deliberately ambiguous term: reasons can refer to the rules governing the social 

field; reasons can also refer to “the habitus,” or to Seung’s “dispositions” or 

“motivations” for his behavior—his personal justifications, whether conscious or 

otherwise, for his rampage.  “Reasons” may or may not be rational by normal standards; 

“reasons” in a general sense means the causes of events. 

 

“It follows as a point of method,” writes Bourdieu, “that one cannot give a full account of 

the relationship obtaining at a given moment between the space of positions and the space 

of dispositions, and, therefore, of the set of social trajectories (or constructed 

biographies)” of individuals (65). In other words, there is no strict determinism whereby 

the social field and the habitus cause individuals to behave in specific ways; there are 

instead tendencies in this or that direction—always steerings and strivings, never absolute 

destinies (except death).  A story told from this perspective is a narrative about positions 

in the social field and about dispositions—individuals’ desires to attain or avoid certain 

situations.  Fundamental to all cultures is the desire “to fit in,” to be fully integrated in the 

group or groups that occupy the most valued positions in the social field, including in the 

American context to be fully American—to be what I will call “all-American.”   
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In all cultures, it is good to be a “winner” rather than a “loser” or a “loner.”  Regarding 

race, Seung, as a Korean-American, was a member of a “model minority.”3  And yet that 

position in the social field may have posed problems for him that came to seem 

insurmountable.  Regarding social class, Seung’s immigrant parents, working in dry 

cleaning establishments, were able to send their daughter to Princeton and their son to 

Virginia Tech.  It is extremely difficult to gain admission to Princeton; Virginia Tech is 

also a selective institution, so Seung must have done reasonably well in high school and 

on the SATs to gain admission there.  Sun-Kyung majored in economics and is currently 

well-employed, living the “American dream”of upward class mobility.  Majoring in 

English, Seung must have wondered what he was going to do after graduating?  

Assuming he worried about it, he cannot have felt himself well-positioned to succeed 

professionally or economically.  And regarding gender, much has been made of his 

“stalking” women students.  Their negative reactions to him contributed to his suicidal 

disposition.  In all three categories—race, class, gender—it appears likely that Seung had 

come to view himself as badly positioned in the social field, a “loser.”  In one of the 

video clips Seung sent to NBC, he says:  “you forced me into a corner and gave me only 

one option. ...Now you have blood on your hands that will never wash off” (qtd. in 

Begley 43).  “Gunism” offered Seung vengeance against those he blamed for his bad 

positioning—his not “fitting in,” his feeling “cornered”--and an escape route from the 

American social field that, in his case, he experienced as entrapment and not as “a land of 

opportunity.”  Whatever sort of insanity that afflicted him, Seung had his more or less 

rational dispositions—his “reasons”--to behave as he did.   

 
RACE 
 
Anyone belonging to a racial, ethnic, cultural, or religious minority, whether in the 

United States or elsewhere, is unlikely to be well-positioned in the social field in 

comparison to the majority population—relatively powerless instead of empowered.  This 

is especially true in a society which, no matter how devoted to freedom, once practiced 

                                                 
3   Seung was a legal resident alien rather than citizen of the U.S., so the Korean-American label is on one 
level questionable. 
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slavery and also genocide (exterminating Native Americans), and in which racism has 

always played a major role.  Even members of “model minorities” experience racism in 

the U.S., which is one reason why many strive all the more self-consciously to be 

“model” immigrants and citizens.  Unlike his sister, Seung failed to be a “model” 

anything—except in the context of the pathological realm of “gunism.”  It is difficult to 

feel any sympathy for Seung, but everyone can feel sympathy for the sorrow and pain of 

his family.  And for all the grieving students, faculty, and friends of Virginia Tech.  And 

for Koreans and Korean-Americans.  And for everyone who belongs to a “minority.”  

And perhaps even for the majority population of the United States, white Americans, who 

like Seung are also struggling and failing to be all-Americans.   

 

Seung “was trapped in a generational warp,” speculates Evan Thomas in Newsweek; he 

was “neither quite Korean like his parents nor American like his peers” (24).  If that is so, 

then perhaps he felt like the hyphen in “Korean-American,” neither one thing nor the 

other, no more than a punctuation mark:  one name he gave himself was “Question 

Mark.”  As a nation of immigrants, America—so the standard assumption has it—is a 

“melting pot,” the land where everyone wants to assimilate and be free and equal with 

everyone else. But belonging in an absolute sense—being all-American—is an 

impossibility.  No one is ever fully assimilated, everyone is only striving for that utopian 

ideal. All-Americanness is a position beyond positionality, the fetishized status of 

complete and final national identification—always aspired to, never attained (Žižek 110).  

I am obviously not defining “all-American” as the designation of a great college athlete, 

but as a total, unqualified harmonization of self with nation.  It is possible for someone to 

say, “I am more American than you”; a white American may feel that way toward a 

Korean-American or an African-American.  But it is not possible for anyone to say, “I am 

the ultimate all-American.” 

 

National and racial belonging—positioning yourself in those terms in a way that is at 

least self-satisfying, if never ideally so—is often a difficult process.  It is obviously more 

difficult for immigrants and members of minorities, both because of racism and because 

of economic factors.  However, Professor Richard Kim, who teaches American Studies at 
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Skidmore College, points out that race seems not to have been a major motivating factor-

-or disposition--behind Seung’s rampage.  Yet in high school he was bullied and racially 

taunted.  One former high school classmate reported that “Seung was mocked...for 

reciting an assignment in an oddly guttural accent. ‘As soon as he started reading, the 

whole class started laughing and pointing and saying, “Go back to China”’” (Thomas 26).  

The students did not even get the Korean part of Seung’s hyphenated national and ethnic 

identity correct.     

  

High school classmates of Seung’s claim he “got picked on every day at school.”  He was 

“an easy target and everyone aimed at him.  And, of course, the more he withdrew, the 

more he was picked on.”  He was “the kid everyone bullied.”  Police are investigating 

possible connections between “the bullying and those he killed.”  As still another student 

put it:  “There were people who were mean to him.  They would push him down and 

laugh at him.  He didn’t speak English well.  They made fun of him.” Seung started to 

keep a “hit list of people who bullied him.”  Everybody knew about the list, but 

considered it, like Seung himself, “a joke” (Ryan and Fricker).  According to sociologist 

Katherine Newman, “Bullying at school is probably the most commonly accepted 

explanation for school shootings, and for good reason” (Rampage 63).  Seung repressed 

his anger until he was a senior at Virginia Tech, about to graduate; but bullying, with 

racist overtones, was part of the story.  

 

How much racial harassment did Seung’s family encounter after emigrating from South 

Korea to the U.S. when he was eight years old?  How much of the bullying he endured in 

elementary, middle, and high school was due to racism instead of other factors?  At least 

at Virginia Tech, Seung encountered a racially, nationally, and culturally diverse student 

body, a racially tolerant faculty and administration, and a few individual students who 

tried to befriend him.  He also found a couple of caring and concerned professors, Nikki 

Giovanni and Lucinda Roy, who tried to get him the psySeunglogical help he clearly 

needed.  The university did not follow through with appeals from professors or students 

to do something about Seung, including insisting that he seek further counseling, in part 

because of the view that doing so would interfere with his rights as an individual—and an 
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adult individual, at that.  Whether university officials could have done more to prevent 

the massacre is a question that no investigation is likely to answer in any definitive 

manner. 

 

Korean-American commentators on the Virginia Tech tragedy have worried about 

possible racist repercussions:  would the fact that Seung came from South Korea cause a 

reaction against all Koreans and Korean-Americans?  Professor Edward Park, who 

teaches at Loyola Marymount University, writes that, on hearing the first news from 

Virginia Tech, members of various racial minorities hoped that the shooter would not 

turn out to be African-American, or Latino, or....  When they learned that the shooter was 

Asian, then people of Asian origin hoped that he would not turn out to be Vietnamese, or 

Chinese, or Filipino, or....  And when Park and others learned that Seung was Korean, 

that fact became “all-consuming” as “fears of a backlash gripped the Korean-American 

community” (Park B5).  But what happened?   It may be, as Newsweek reported, that 

talk-show radio and Internet chat rooms “‘throbbed with hate’” (qtd. in Park B5).  

Seung’s parents are reportedly under police protection.  A major backlash, however, has 

not materialized.  Why not?4

 

One factor is surely that mass murders and serial killings, both real and fictional, are 

staples of contemporary American mass culture.  Because homicides are committed by 

all sorts and conditions of people on a daily basis, there is the general feeling that the 

Virginia Tech shooter could have been anybody at all.  Sadly, Seung’s committing mass 

murder seems, in the words of African-American activist H. Rap Brown, “as American as 

cherry pie.”  As much as anything else he might have done, Seung’s shooting rampage 

made him seem perversely very American, if not all-American.  Kim notes that “the 

media’s relentless coverage has been largely free of the worst racial and ethnic 

stereotypes.”  Yet “race still colors perceptions of events.”  But, he adds, Seung’s victims 

were racially various and included Asian students.  If Seung had shot only white students, 

                                                 
4   There has been a much greater response by Koreans and Korean-Americans to the fact that Seung was a 
resident alien from South Korea than any “backlash” by non-Korean Americans.  See the op-ed pieces by 
Katharine H. S. Moon and Adrian Hong on the website of the National Association of Korean Americans. 
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then there might have been a stronger anti-Korean reaction.  That is certainly possible.  

Further, Kim says, Seung’s statements express “class rage” more clearly than “racial 

antipathy.” 

 
CLASS 
 
In South Korea, Seung’s parents lived in a low-rent basement apartment, while running a 

used bookstore that, according to one report, “just eked out a profit” (CTRL 1).   
The father, Sung-Tae Cho (Cho Sŏng-t’ae), “came from a poor rural area.”  Seung was 

born in 1984, two years after Sun-Kyung, and came to America with his parents when he 

was eight years old.  Other members of the family had already immigrated to the U.S.  

After a “difficult” time in Detroit, they moved to the Washington, DC area, at the 

encouragement of the father’s younger brother (CTRL 2).  Although one news source 

says that they were able to buy a “row house” in Centerville, Virginia for $400,000 

(Thomas 25), a perhaps more reliable account asserts that they paid $145,000 for it in 

“one of scores of cookie-cutter developments in the area.  They were so proud of their 

new home that they sent photos to loved ones in South Korea” (CTRL 2).   

 

Seung’s parents worked for different dry cleaning businesses.  The father “pressed pants 

six days a week at a dry cleaner in Manassas, VA, west of Washington [DC].  Seung’s 

mother worked at another Korean-run dry-cleaning business in nearby Haymarket.”  She, 

too, worked six days a week.  The owner of the second business declared:  “I knew life 

was hard for her.  Her health was not good, and her husband suffered from a back 

problem.”  Yet only once did she ever ask for time off, and that “was to attend her 

daughter’s graduation from Princeton and to take her son to Virginia Tech” (CTRL 4).  

After 2004, both parents retired for health reasons. 

 

Whether or not Seung appreciated his parents’ struggle to make a better life for him and 

his sister, theirs is a typical immigrants’ story.  Even though he has often been described 

as incommunicative and almost speechless, a police search revealed that he “phoned his 

family nearly every Sunday night” (CTRL 3).   Sun-Kyung did so well in school and on 
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exams that she was able to go to Princeton; she was also admitted to Harvard, but turned 

it down because Princeton offered her a better scholarship.  Seung also did well enough 

in school to gain admission to Virginia Tech, and almost to graduate (he was a senior).5   

He is said to have been a good student and particularly good in math. 

 

Seung began at Virginia Tech majoring in Business Information Technology.  According 

to The Washington Post, “BIT is one of Virginia Tech’s most challenging undergraduate 

disciplines—and No. 6 on the university’s list of majors with the highest median starting 

salary after graduation” (Gardner and Cho).  But somewhere along the line the seemingly 

inarticulate young man switched majors to English and took several creative writing 

courses, rather than pursuing more career-oriented objectives.  This is not to say that 

English majors in American universities cannot go on to enjoy successful careers; but 

they often do so by “double-majoring” in journalism or education or by pursuing 

graduate degrees in law, business, or some other field.  Without hearing from them, it is 

impossible to know what Seung’s parents thought of his change in majors—if he told 

them about it.     

 

Sun-Kyung was able to move from her parents’ position on the American social-class 

ladder—the working class—into the middle class.  At Princeton, she was a quiet but also 

sociable, active, hard-working student, respected for being “deeply spiritual.”  She “spent 

much of her spare time at prayer meetings and Friday night Bible studies with the 

Princeton Evangelical Fellowship” (CTRL 3).  Her interest in global economics led her to 

travel to Thailand as an intern, where she examined sweat-shop conditions in textile 

factories near the Thai-Myanmar border.  She wrote in the Princeton Weekly Bulletin that 

those “were the most amazing three months of my life” (qtd. in CTRL 3).   

 

                                                 
5   Because of privacy restrictions, Virginia Tech will not reveal Seung’s academic record.  But it will soon 
be pieced together in various ways.   There is some indication that, prior to the shootings, he had stopped 
going to class, though I have no solid evidence for that possibility.  Those among Seung’s victims who 
were about to graduate received posthumous degrees;  Virginia Tech obviously declined giving Seung a 
posthumous degree. 
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The materials Seung sent to NBC constitute what Thomas calls a “rancid manifesto” 

against “Christian Criminals” who have “raped and sodomized, humiliated and crucified 

him and others he describes as the ‘Weak and Defenseless.’”  I will consider the sexual 

content of this “rancid manifesto” in the next section.  Thomas continues: 

 
He seems to blame the wealthy for his suffering.  “You had everything you 
wanted,” he taunts.  “Your Mercedes wasn’t enough, you brats?  Your golden 
necklaces weren’t enough, you snobs?  Your trust fund wasn’t enough?  Your 
vodka and cognac weren’t enough?” (24) 
 

To assess class resentment as a factor in Seung’s reasons for the massacre, it might help 

to know more about the economic difficulties his parents encountered in sending him to 

Virginia Tech.  Also, though a fine university, that school is not Princeton, not Ivy 

League.  Not all Virginia Tech students—“Hokies”—drive around in Mercedes (neither 

do all Princeton students).  Demographically, Hokies are similar to students at other state 

universities:  some from very wealthy backgrounds, many more from the middle class, 

some from the working class.  Were there social class factors, perhaps including 

resentment, involved in Seung’s relationship with his sister, the successful economics 

major from Princeton?  Did Seung’s parents stress and perhaps over-stress the economic 

sacrifice they were making for him?  Without more evidence, it is impossible to answer 

these questions, though they indicate possibilities.   

  

In the two extant plays that Seung wrote for a creative writing class, apart from their 

evident anger, foul language, and sexual content, the most surprising passage occurs in 

Richard McBeef.  The thirteen-year-old John accuses his new stepfather (the title 

character) of various crimes, including trying to molest him and murdering his real dad.   

Calling McBeef both “a piece of shit” and “DAD” (ironically, because McBeef insists 

that John use that name for him), John adds to his enraged accusations: 

 
Guess what, Dick? ...You wanna know why I don’t like you?  Because you can’t 
provide for my mom.  You barely make the minimum wage, man. ...You piece of 
shit!  You were a janitor one time.  You’re a one time truck driver.  You taught 
pre-school kids for two months.  And now you’re what you call a chef, what the 
rest of the world calls hamburger flipper. (AOL News) 
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For three weeks also, the “fat and lazy” Richard McBeef failed as a pro football player.  

It is tempting to interpret “DAD” and John’s murderous rage at his stepfather as 

expressing how Seung felt about his father, but that may be both unfair and unwarranted.  

Nevertheless, John expresses total contempt for “barely mak[ing] the minimum wage”  

and for working-class jobs.  It seems likely that Seung felt contempt or shame toward his 

father’s job.  Perhaps Seung was also expressing depression and anger about the sort of 

job he might be able to find after he graduated from Virginia Tech as an English major 

(on the basis of the two plays, a poor English major at that) with no occupational or 

professional credentials. 

 

Even in the supposedly free-and-equal United States, schools are not so much “melting 

pots” as they are, for many students, boiling points of various sorts of anger and 

resentment, often involving inequalities of race, class, and sexuality.  In a recent study 

examining why even “winners” in school settings express frustration and anger, Ellen 

Brantlinger notes that many school shootings like that at Columbine High School in 1999 

have occurred in white, affluent, suburban locations.  Schools operate by grading and 

tracking, sorting children into successful and unsuccessful categories, which eventually 

turn into social class positions.  Besides outright bullying, kids constantly grade and sort 

each other, creating pecking orders of winners and losers.  By constructing and 

reinforcing social inequalities, all schools—even universities such as Princeton and 

Virginia Tech—“inflict symbolic violence...a potent source of anger and acting out.  

Rooted in frustration and depression, violence reveals the deeply emotional dimensions 

of classroom life....  The institutional reaction, however, is to identify ‘misbehaviors’ as 

personal pathology and label the culprits ‘emotionally disturbed’” (Brantlinger 242; see 

also Newman; Brown and Merritt).6

  

                                                 
6  Stressing the rationality rather than insanity of mass killers in school settings, Katherine Newman writes:  
“School shooters are problem solvers.  They are trying to turn the reputations they live with as losers into 
something more glamorous, more notorious.  ...How do they go about it?  Sadly, becoming violent, going 
out in a blaze of glory, and ending it all by taking other people with them is one script that plays out in 
popular culture and provides a road map for notoriety” (“Before the Rampage” B20).      
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Whatever the exact relationship between social class resentment and the Virginia Tech 

massacre, Seung had the wherewithal to buy his weapons and ammunition:  “At Roanoke 

Firearms, he used a credit card to purchase a Glock 19 and a box of 50 cartridges—for 

$571 dollars” (Thomas 29).  Were Seung’s parents aware of how he used that credit card?   

It is at any rate possible that “class rage” in Seung’s statements stands in for and/or helps 

to bolster other aspects of his motivations, and the most likely candidate is gender 

relations or issues of sexuality. 

 
GENDER 
 
Richard McBeef and Mr. Brownstone deal with “racially undefined characters,” as Kim 

puts it; the focus of both is on “sexual trauma rather than racial alienation.”  They express 

homophobia, among other revulsions.  In the NBC materials, Seung claims to have been 

“raped and sodomized” by “Christian Criminals,” strong metaphors for his sense of 

victimization.  Whether Seung was ever sexually abused or engaged in any homosexual 

activity will probably never be known.  His other fantasies seem both adolescent and 

straightforwardly heterosexual.  For example, according to Thomas, “He imagined a 

supermodel girlfriend named Jelly, and as her fantasy lover called himself Spanky” (23).   

 

On CNN, reporter Jason Carroll said to news anchor Wolf Blitzer:  “I have to tell you 

some of the material [in Seung’s plays] is so disturbing we simply cannot read it to you.  

Some of the language...is so graphic that we are unable to even show you some of the 

material.”  Partially contradicting this self-censorship, Carroll proceeded  to describe the 

two plays which “contain graphic passages about plans to kill a main character.”  In 

Richard McBeef, “the young character accuses his stepfather of molesting him saying get 

your hands off me, you sicko.  Damn you.  The mother in the play brandishes a chainsaw.  

The young man tries choking his stepfather with a cereal bar” (CNN).  Instead, Richard 

McBeef kills the young man.   

 

In Mr. Brownstone, a high school math teacher also engages in sexually molesting as well 

as robbing his students.  The three teenage characters agree that Mr. Brownstone “ass-
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rapes us all.  Isn’t that what high school teachers do?”  Jason Carroll did not use the term 

“ass-rape” on CNN.  Nor did he cite the “Guns and Roses” song that Seung quotes for 

about a page and a half in his short play: 

 
  But that old man he’s a real muthafucker 
  Gonna kick him on down the line. 
 

Despite the murderous anger of the kids, like Richard McBeef Mr. Brownstone comes 

out on top.  After one of the boys wins $5,000,000 at a casino, Brownstone has the 

security guards kick the other teenagers out of the place and collects the money for 

himself. 

 

Seung intimidated women at Virginia Tech “by sneaking photographs of them (he aimed 

his cellphone camera at women from underneath his desk, reportedly)” (Thomas 26).  He 

also “stalked” at least two women:   

 
First, the otherwise stone-silent Cho began chatting up one woman by instant 
message.  Then he went to pay her a visit.  In a rare, revealing conversation with a 
roommate...Cho explained that the reason he went to see the girl was “to look in 
her eyes to see how cool she was.” “When he looked in her eyes,” the roommate 
recounted..., “he saw promiscuity.”  (Thomas 27) 
 

Seung told the woman his name was “Question Mark.” According to the roommate, that 

“really freaked the girl out”;  she notified the police, though without pressing charges.  In 

a second episode, Seung pestered another woman and she, too, called the police, who 

apparently viewed Seung’s behavior as “mild” and as not constituting “stalking” 

(Thomas 27).  For the police to intervene, “stalking” has to be more overtly threatening.  

Seung’s interest in both young women was perhaps innocently romantic, yet his 

response—“promiscuity”—suggests a revulsion that matches the homophobia he 

expressed in the plays and the NBC materials.  Perhaps fearing—and courting—rejection, 

he rejected those he accused of engaging in abhorrent sexual behaviors.   

 

After the second incident, Seung told one of his roommates that “he might as well kill 

himself,” which prompted a third call to the police.  Seung was then sent to the Carillion 
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St. Albans Behavioral Health Center as “‘an imminent danger to self or others as a result 

of mental illness’—the boilerplate language a judge uses for temporary involuntary 

commitment” (Thomas 28).  According to the psychologist’s report from the Center, 

Seung seemed depressed but otherwise “normal,” and therefore not “an imminent 

danger” to anyone.  After he obtained legal assistance, Seung was quickly released.  The 

judge continued to believe that he was “an imminent danger” at least to himself, but 

because there were “alternatives to involuntary hospitalization,” he ordered Seung to 

receive outpatient therapy.  There is no record of Seung’s having obeyed that order 

(Goldstein).  If Seung had reported this brief confinement for mental illness on the gun 

permit form, he would not have been able to purchase weapons or ammunition in 

Virginia retail outlets. 

 

Seung’s behavior toward women at Virginia Tech “freaked them out” rather than causing 

them to find him attractive and interesting.  Seung’s feeling suicidal after the second 

“stalking” episode suggests that his failure to make himself appealing may have been the 

most important of the three cultural factors I have reviewed here.  Shooting is one 

(perverse) way to assert masculinity.  In her important study of massacres in public 

schools, Newman writes:  “In the months and weeks leading up to rampages, most 

shooters feel trapped and in need of a ‘manly’ exit” (Rampage 247).  But besides issues 

involving sexuality and sexual identity, racial and social class factors also contributed to 

Seung’s alienation and anger.  If all desirable positions in the social field seem closed to a 

young man, what options are left?  In Seung’s case, the answer was the very American 

one of buying guns and using them to commit mass murder and suicide.    

 
GUNISM 

 
The Virginia Tech massacre was horrific, but hardly unique.  School and campus 

shootings have occurred in many countries.  However, starting with the 1 August 1966 

sniping by Charles Whitman from the University of Texas clocktower, which killed 

thirteen and wounded thirty-one, America has led the way, accounting for most of the 
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massacres.7  In The New Yorker, Adam Gopnik writes that in the four decades between 

Whitman’s and Seung’s massacres “not enough was done...to make weapons of mass 

killing harder to obtain” in the U.S.  That is an understatement.  Gopnik proceeds: 

 
In fact, while campus killings continued—Columbine being the most notorious, 
the shooting in the one-room Amish schoolhouse the most recent—weapons have 
got more lethal, and, in states like Virginia, where the N.R.A. [National Rifle 
Association] is powerful, no harder to buy. (28)  
 

Even the peaceful campus where I taught for thirty-six years, Indiana University, has had 

its share of violence.  During my four-year term as chair of the English Department 

(1990-92), I had to deal with the aftermath of a double homicide and suicide.  On 

America’s Independence Day, 4 July 1999, under the influence of white supremacist 

Matthew Hale, Benjamin Smith went on a shooting rampage in Illinois and Indiana, 

killing eleven people.  One of his victims was Northwestern University basketball coach 

Ricky Birdsong, an African-American; another was Indiana University graduate student 

Won-Joon Yoon, shot down outside the Korean Methodist Church next to campus.  In 

these and many other tragic episodes, guns have played a leading role: firepower is 

starpower.  

 

The gun is the ultimate fetish in American mass culture.8  At least temporarily, it gives 

the illusion of solving all problems by negating the boundaries of the social field—as the 

expression has it, a gun can “level the playing field.”  If a man (or sometimes woman) 

feels powerless, with phallic similitude the gun fills the void by adding to the void in 

what many have come to see as “an ugly, uncaring society,” in the words of Brooks 

Brown, with “a violent culture in and of itself” (Brown and Merritt 16).  In 1999, Brown 

was at first suspected of being one of the Columbine High School shooters.  Brown’s No 

                                                 
7   There have been massacres of students at universities in many countries for political reasons, like the 
shootings at Kent State and Jackson State in 1968.  Outside the U.S., however, so-called “random” 
massacres by crazed individuals on campuses have been rare. 
 
8   I am using “fetish” in both of its major definitions:  commodity fetishism and sexual fetishism.  The gun 
is obviously a commodity with metaphorical sexual attributes, as in Jerry Adler’s “Story of a Gun” for 
Newsweek. 
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Easy Answers, written with Rob Merritt, provides an insightful analysis, according to its 

subtitle, of “the truth behind death at Columbine.”   

 

In an issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education devoted to the Virginia Tech massacre, 

Harvard psychiatrist Robert J. Lifton notes: 

 
...a gun is not just a lethal device but a psySeunglogical actor in this terrible drama.  
Guns and ammunition were at the heart of Seung-Hui Seung’s elaborate 
orchestration of the event and of his Rambo-like self-presentation to the world.  
When you look at those pictures, you understand how a gun can merge so fully 
with a person that a man who makes regular use of it could (in the historical West 
and in Hollywood) become known as a “gun.” 
 

The issue of Newsweek containing Evan Thomas’s report on “The Mind of a Killer” also 

contains “The Story of a Gun” by Jerry Adler, all about Seung’s main “lethal weapon,” 

his 9mm Glock 19 automatic pistol.  The story features an in-your-face, full page 

photograph of the gun listing its exact dimensions and giving its “brief history.”  The gun 

itself, it seems, deserves almost as much journalistic attention as does Seung.   

 
The Glock 19 has its own “story” to tell, which—in contrast to Seung’s—is a highly 

successful one.9  Much of Adler’s report reads like advertising copy:  “It’s sleek, light 

and frighteningly lethal. ...It’s a lethal gun, but then all guns are” (37).  However, it is 

more lethal than most.  The story concerns “How the 9mm became the weapon of choice 

for cops and criminals, civilians and soldiers....”  The “9” even has what Seung, with his 

glasses, odd speech, and acne lacked: sex appeal.  When it appeared on the scene, writes 

Adler, the “9” “had glamour; cinematographers [just like Newsweek] fell in love with the 

automatic’s sleek, sinister profile, in contrast to the almost feminine bulge of the 

revolver.” Noting that it is “an icon of rap culture,” Adler quotes Ice Cube:  “‘Cock my 

nine, and separate yo’ head from yo’ spine.’”  In prose that sprays statistics around like so 

many bullets, he adds:   “Of the 188 shots fired in the Columbine High School massacre, 

which until Virginia Tech set the standard for depraved mass schoolroom slaughter, 55 

                                                 
9   For the story of guns and gunfighting in American history back to “frontier times,” see Slotkin, 
Gunfighter Nation. 
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came from Dylan Klebold’s Tec-9.”  What does “set the standard” mean in that sentence?  

More advertising copy?  Seung was well-aware of the Columbine High shootings, 

modeling his behavior in part on that of Klebold and his fellow shooter, Eric Harris.  In 

one of the NBC video clips, Seung speaks of “martyrs like Eric and Dylan” (qtd. in 

Begley 44). 

 

As do most of the accounts about the Virginia Tech massacre, Adler’s “Story of a Gun” 

cites movies featuring the “glamour” of guns.  Adler mentions Boyz n the Hood and New 

Jack City.  He is not suggesting that Seung saw these specific films and was copy-catting 

them;  it’s just that the “9” plays a starring role in them.  But other authors name films, 

television shows, and video games that may have influenced Seung—and the titles are 

legion.  To what extent Seung’s mental state was affected by violence in the mass media 

will never be known, of course.  He did not come to the U.S. until he was eight; perhaps 

in South Korea he was insulated from violence on tv and in the movies.  However, in 

1993 the American Psychological Association concluded:  “There is absolutely no doubt 

that higher levels of viewing violence on television are correlated with increased 

acceptance of aggressive attitudes and increased aggressive behavior....  Children’s 

exposure to violence in the mass media, particularly at young ages, can have harmful 

lifelong consequences” (qtd. in Bok 57). 

 

In the London Sunday Times, Sarah Baxter notes that the videos Seung sent to NBC 

“showed him posing like the star of a Quentin Tarantino film or Lara Croft,” the gun-

toting “tomb raider” played by Angelina Jolie.  Baxter also mentions the films Taxi 

Driver and Rambo.  The title of her article is “American Psycho,” referencing both Alfred 

Hitchcock’s famous slasher film Psycho and the 1991 novel about serial killing by Bret 

Easton Ellis, American Psycho.  Other authors name Natural Born Killers (which has 

apparently set the record for copy-cat crimes), Old Boy, Scream, High Plains Drifter, 

Pulp Fiction, Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Lethal Weapon, and on and on.  As well, Seung 

seems to be striking the pose of a terrorist—another specialist in mass murder with star 

power in the mass media.  By sending his videos to NBC, Seung courted and won media 
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attention in America and around the world. 10   Seung’s statements, play scripts, and 

videos invite us to see his life and death precisely in relation to the mass media’s 

fascination with terror and mass murder--“the pathological public sphere” of America’s 

“wound culture” (Seltzer 6).  It is a pathology evident, writes Mark Seltzer, in “that 

peculiar mixture of moral and feral intentions that seems to animate the media fascination 

with serial murder” (39).11  Such a “peculiar mixture”—shocked horror, sadomasochistic 

attraction--was evident in all of the early television reports on the Virginia Tech massacre.   

 

On April 17, CNN’s “Situation Room” offered the “portrait of a mass killer,” with 

various correspondents piecing the “details” together like clues in a police investigation.  

As nearly as possible, Wolf Blitzer promised, the show would take viewers inside the 

mind of “Cho Seung-Hui”; indeed, “in the footsteps of a killer, we’re going to walk you 

across the sprawling university and retrace the nightmare that unfolded right here.”  You 

the viewer might imagine yourself in the role of detective or reporter; you could also 

imagine yourself as Seung by following in his “footsteps”--the “footsteps of the killer.”  

As Sisela Bok notes in Mayhem (37), this procedure is improved upon in countless super-

violent video games such as Doom, Mortal Kombat, and Grand Theft Auto:  you don’t 

just follow in “the footsteps of the killer,” you are the killer; the player is positioned as 

the “first-person shooter,” and winning consists of slaughtering every enemy who comes 

into view. 

 

Two weeks before Seung’s killing spree, David Denby reviewed the movie Shooter for 

The New Yorker.  Starring Mark Wahlberg and directed by Antoine Fuqua, Shooter 

depicts a hired gun, Bob Lee Swagger, who is betrayed by the undercover agents who 

hire him.  The agents in turn are obeying the orders of an “oil-mad” Senator from 

Montana resembling Vice-President Dick Cheney (played by Ned Beatty).  After 

                                                 
10  For the relationship between celebrity and mass murder, especially serial killing, see David Schmid, 
Natural Born Celebrities. 
 
11  Seltzer distinguishes between serial killers and mass murderers such as Seung, but that distinction is not 
important in assessing the cultural “pathology” he explores in Serial Killers.  See also Schmid, Natural 
Born Celebrities (68-72). 
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Swagger discovers the betrayal, “he takes vengeance on the swine who tried to do him 

in” by mowing them down (88).  

  
For two hours, chase follows shoot-out as Swagger fires at men who, like movie 
targets from time immemorial, obligingly refused to take cover.  Swagger never 
misses—he could hunt mosquitoes for a living—and the extras, both live and 
digital, do their job; they fall down. (88) 
 

Denby notes that the film is tiresomely repetitious—it is a “standard industrial 

product”—and is not so effective as Fuqua’s 2001 “fiery and memorable” action film 

Training Day.  Denby approves, however, of Shooter’s “liberal ideological sentiments”—

against “oil interests,” against Abu Ghraib, against Dick Cheney.  Yet, he says, Shooter 

“places these sentiments within a matrix of gun culture and lonely-man-of-honor myths.”   

 

Seung evidently saw himself as a lonely “man-of-honor,” standing up for the “weak” and 

“defenseless” like “Jesus Christ” (qtd. in Begley 44).  At any rate, it is highly ironic that 

Denby goes on to mention how easy it is for Swagger to acquire “an astounding amount 

of what can only be called ordnance at a Virginia shopping mall” (88-9).  Seung also 

found it easy to purchase his weapons and ammo in Virginia, “a state with a strong gun-

loving population” (Thomas 29).  Denby apparently approves—with qualifications—of a 

film in which, while “the government may be rotten...American honor is saved by the 

lone killer” (88).  He notes that Shooter is one of countless American novels and films in 

which, betrayed by the powers-that-be, the heroes become heroic by shooting virtually 

everyone who gets in their way.  The massacre at Virginia Tech followed this plot, except 

that nobody believes Seung was justified or that his victims were traitorous “swine.”   

 

American culture is rife with examples of heroizing serial killers, mass murderers, and 

their weapons:  there are entire genres that do so, including video games, gangster films, 

police shows, spy movies, and horror films.  At least, in the horror films, the killers are 

villains, not good guys.  In the other genres, the good guy killers are busily exterminating 

the bad guys who are frequently also mass murderers.  The common denominator is mass 

murder for as long as the novel or film or video game lasts.  I am not claiming that Seung 

was merely copy-catting films like Shooter, though his own play-writing and the videos 
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that he sent to NBC suggest that possibility.  The play scripts are jejune, to say the least; 

but Richard McBeef belongs in the same category of tales of homicidal mayhem to which 

Shooter belongs.  And so, in a sense, do most of the news reports on the Virginia Tech 

tragedy, including CNN’s 17 April  “Situation Room” and the 30 April Newsweek, both 

representative of mainstream journalistic accounts.  

 

What country besides the United States can boast of having a Vice-President who has, 

while in office, accidentally shot a friend in the face?  It was of course an accident, but a 

very American one.  The U.S. has a high incidence of hunting accidents, as well as the 

highest homicide rate among so-called developed, industrialized nations (Bok 3).  Bill 

O’Reilly may rant on Fox News about the un-Americanness of those who blame 

America’s “gun culture” for school shootings like the one at Virginia Tech, but the U.S. 

is leading in that fatal statistic as well—over twenty major school shootings between 

1988 and today, not counting shootings at colleges and universities.  For every one-

hundred American citizens, there are ninety firearms in their possession.  Ranking second 

in that statistic is Yemen, with sixty-one weapons per one-hundred Yemenis.  It seems 

Iraqis possess even fewer weapons per capita than the Yemenis (Begley 45).12   

 

I am not aware of any other country whose constitution guarantees the right for all 

citizens to bear arms.  And no other country has a lobby so influential on politicians of all 

persuasions as the N.R.A., which has rendered effective gun control in the U.S. virtually 

impossible.  Gun ownership and gunfire are tragically entangled with American notions 

of individualism and freedom.  Individualism entails explaining events in terms of what 

individuals do, rather than in collective, cultural or sociological terms.  “If history is any 

guide,” writes Kristin Goss, “the nation is about to embark on a collective search for a 

narrative to explain what happened at Virginia Tech.  And if history is any guide, those 

narratives will revolve around the private story of the killer, Seung-Hui Cho; his mental-

health status; his parents; and his upbringing.”  Goss comments that “the privatization of 
                                                 
12  “Since 1970, the number of guns in the United States has doubled, to about 200 million,” writes 
Newman;  “One might conclude that access to guns is spreading rapidly, but the increase has actually been 
fueled by people who are already gun owners acquiring additional firearms.  The proportion of adults who 
own guns has stayed relatively constant since 1980 at about 30 percent.  This is not a low number; it is the 
highest proportion of any industrialized country, but it hasn’t changed much over the years” (Rampage 69). 
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our very public problem of gun violence,” which “was apparent after the Columbine 

massacre in 1999,” increases the difficulty of finding public policy solutions.  

 

Apparently many otherwise rational Americans believe, with Newt Gingrich, that the 

solution to school violence is to arm all students--those old enough to bear arms, anyway.  

On the campuses of Utah’s universities, students now have the right to carry concealed 

weapons into classrooms, and some seem to feel safer because of that misguided policy.  

Psychologist James Gabarino points to the lunacy of the idea that guns can save us from 

guns.  He notes the shock expressed by people from other societies when they learn that a 

therapist actually recommended that Kip Kinkel’s father “buy him a gun so they could 

have something to do together” (qtd. in Begley 44).  Kinkel proceeded to kill his parents, 

two students, and wound twenty-two others in his high school in Springfield, Oregon, in 

1998.  Guns do not protect people; they destroy people.   

 

Despite or rather partly because of holding the record for exporting guns to other 

countries, the United States is helping to make the world a more dangerous place than it 

was before 9/11.  Contrary to the Bush administration’s “preemptive war” policy, guns, 

war, and military occupation cannot bring about peace and democracy in Iraq or 

anywhere else.  Playing to the media, Donald Rumsfeld’s “shock and awe” bombardment 

in Iraq did not end “the war on terror,” it fomented it.  For millions around the world, the 

world’s leading terrorist is not Osama bin Laden, but George Bush, with Rumsfeld and 

Dick Cheney not far behind.   

 

Just as “Richard McBeef” and “Mr. Brownstone” are apparently white, all-American 

names, so the story of Seung’s life and death is also thoroughly and familiarly American.  

He may have been Korean-American, but he takes his place in the Gothic pantheon of 

“American Psychos,” mass murderers and serial killers who achieve celebrity.  In their 

journals, the Columbine killers Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold wrote that they hoped to 

reach a high enough death toll to gain “movie status” (qtd. in Begley 46).  Though it was 

probably not the movie of Harris and Klebold’s nightmares, they do figure importantly in 

Michael Moore’s Oscar award-winning 2002 documentary, Bowling for Columbine.  9/11 
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achieved world-wide media attention for Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda;  Rumsfeld’s 

“shock and awe” campaign did the same for himself, George Bush, Dick Cheney, and 

their “war on terror.”  

 

Although there have been mass homicides in South Korea as in every other major country 

in the world today, the good news is that they are rare.  Apart from geography, population, 

and other factors, a major difference between South Korea and the U.S. is that the private 

ownership of assault weapons is outlawed in one, permitted in the other.  The general 

problem for the U.S. is how to get the guns out of the hands of crazed young men like 

Seung-Hui Cho, Kinkel, Harris, and Klebold, but also out of the hands of gangsters, 

terrorists, and  politicians.     
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