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The debate surrounding gun violence in schools has been going on in the United States 

for decades, and it is a place of convergence for conflicting viewpoints, which has done 

little to dampen the issue. Today, elements of society are actively disputing gun violence 

in schools and are calling for changes. The systems that are currently in place are 

ineffective, as access to guns remains easy, multimedia platforms idolize, reward, and 

fixate on violence, and mental healthcare is not easily accessible. These broken systems 

not only divide families and friends, it also divides the country and perpetuates violence. 

The purpose of this research is to critically analyze and propose alternatives to the 

firearm system, multimedia platforms, and mental healthcare. Through this work I use 

history and medical studies to show how the current systems are doing more harm than 

good, and to provide suggestions for reducing gun violence in schools. 
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Introduction 

Today is February 14, 2018, and a mass shooting in a Parkland, Florida high 

school has hit close to home, becoming the eighteenth school shooting of the year. 

Eighteen school shootings less than two months into 2018 is not a statistic to be proud of, 

while all of the eighteen shootings were not deadly, this should not detract from the 

daunting number of incidents where a gun was brought onto school grounds. I start with 

these statements because it is maddening how the United States has yet to solve this 

issue. It is sickening. How terrifying is it to think that parents and students wake up in 

this country every day, say goodbyes in the morning, and do not know if that will be the 

last time they see one another?  

Gun laws and regulations that are currently in place are ineffective, as there are 

millions of firearms in the United States that are easily accessible. Changing gun laws 

will only tackle one aspect of the issue, though, as the two other critical components of 

stopping mass shootings in schools are tied to America’s healthcare and entertainment 

systems. It does not help that our youth grow up in a system that uses its influential 

platforms to idolize, reward and fixate on violence, and it would be a massive mistake in 

thinking that media does not have an impact on how people view and interact with 

society. The third and final aspect I will discuss deals with how healthcare in this country 

is failing those that feel lost or broken. In Greek mythology, Cerberus guards the gates of 

the underworld to prevent the dead from escaping. In this study, Cerberus’ three heads 

represent the three broken systems and it is not the dead he is guarding, rather it is the 

living children in schools he is trapping. The purpose of this research is to critically 

analyze and propose alternatives to the firearm system, multimedia platforms, and mental 
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healthcare. Through this work I use history and medical studies to show how the current 

systems are doing more harm than good, and to provide suggestions for reducing gun 

violence in schools.  

Why is it that no other developed country in the world has this problem, and why 

has the United States made no progress in protecting this country’s future? The time for 

thoughts and prayers has long past, the people of this country need action, and it needs to 

happen soon before we descend further into madness. When the Columbine school 

massacre happened in 1999 the event covered news outlets for months and the media 

followed the students until they graduated college, but in the 21st century school 

shootings happen far too frequently and get limited air time, resulting in the affected 

individuals being forgotten far too easily and policy changes being tabled until the next 

disaster strikes.	

The United States takes prideful ownership in the words “land of the free and 

home of the brave,” yet we cannot protect innocent lives in a learning environment and 

are home to the most guns per one-hundred residents. Despite the fact that most guns are 

not used to commit mass murders, it is a problem that even one gun in one incident can 

take seventeen people from their friends and family was demonstrated in Parkland.  

The number of guns in this country is not the only problem, a secondary issue 

contributing to gun violence in schools is various multimedia platforms. Violence in 

movies, in TV shows, and in videogames has become commonplace and more graphic as 

years pass. Kids are being introduced to violent content at younger ages and building a 

tolerance to the horror that comes with it. While there is no scientifically proven 

causation between increased exposure to violent media and violent behavior (especially 
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with regards to mass shooters), this does not mean that the media platforms do not aid in 

influencing less desirable behavior. Studies show that video games are viewed in a 

positive light as they are considered outlets for individuals thinking about executing 

violent tendencies in the real world. Despite the fact that video games have been labeled 

as sources of release for negative behavior, the introduction to violent media at an early 

age and excessive exposure is not conducive to a healthy lifestyle, especially when 

images are exposed to children who are unsupervised, “at-risk” of depression, or being 

bullied in school. Think back to when you growing up, how much violent media were 

you exposed to and how was it viewed? Granted, technology has made leaps and bounds 

in its capabilities, however, (as Uncle Ben says in Spider-Man) with great power comes 

great responsibility.  

In The Myth of Media Violence, David Trend attributes the problem of violence to 

consumers, producers, advocates, experts, politicians, and reporters. Violence is a hot 

commodity and it sells extremely well, which is why media platforms are exposing more 

people to graphic images: “Part of the problem is that violent representations are so 

deeply ingrained in our culture" (Trend 2007, 3). Consumers become captivated by what 

producers of violence create, and then advocates, experts, politicians, and reporters 

debate about how American society should handle violent images. It is a vicious, 

repetitive cycle that this country can’t seem to free itself from. The tug of war between 

both sides results in: 

the further perception of a problem and a heightened concern that starts the 
cycle again. Every time a tragedy occurs, the same litany of accusation and 
blame follows in what some commentators term a ‘moral panic’ or a 
‘politics of substitution’ that will give the irrational act of violence a logical 
explanation. The blame is placed on video games, or gangster rap, or drugs, 
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or Satan, or the guns themselves, or perhaps an affinity for bowling, as 
Michael Moore suggested in his film about the shootings. (Trend 2007, 25) 
 

Rather than addressing the issue head on, both sides of political parties decide to behave 

like children and point fingers, at times it seems like politician’s favor party politics over 

their own constituents’ safety and concerns.  
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Chapter One: Access to Guns 

By the Numbers: 

Guns have been a staple of the United States identity since the country’s 

inception, so it should come as no surprise that the United States leads the world in the 

number of firearms in the country. The United States Department of Justice Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives publishes an annual report regarding firearms 

commerce. As of April 2017, the number of newly registered weapons in the United 

States was 5,203,489. Taking into account the number of guns that the United States 

registered last year, it should come as no surprise that the U.S. ranks number one in the 

developed world for gun-related homicides.  

			

                               Figure One: Comparison of Firearm Homicides Amongst Countries (BBC, 2018). 

In 2016, sixty-four percent of all homicides in the U.S. were carried out with a firearm, 

when compared to other developed countries with stricter gun laws, the difference is 

stark. And the problem with gun violence in the United States is not solely comparable to 
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developed countries. Americans own an estimated 310 million guns of the presumed 650 

million in circulation, that is to say that almost half of all the estimated registered guns 

can be found in this country (BBC, 2018). It is incomprehensible that the land of the free 

and home of the brave continues to have this glaring problem.  

According to the Gun Violence Archive (http://www.gunviolencearchive.org) 

there have been 221 school shootings (this statistic does not include incidents occurring 

on post-secondary campus grounds) in this country since 1999. The number of mass 

shootings on school property since 1999 is ten, some may claim that ten mass shootings 

in almost twenty years is not much of a concern. What if I were to throw out the number 

130? A total number of 130 people died in those ten shootings. That’s 130 preventable 

deaths on school campuses. If you tell me that number didn’t make you pause and rethink 

gun homicides in this country, then I don’t know what will. The chart below provides 

more detailed information regarding mass shootings since Columbine:  
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Comparing the Systems of Norway and the United States: 

The reason I chose Norway for the comparison of gun laws is due to the ghastly 

massacre on July 22, 2011on the island of Utøya, where Anders Breivik killed sixty-nine 

individuals ranging from 14 – 51 years old.  The attack in Norway was one-of-a-kind, 

and since that massacre, there have been no other incidents in Norway. Unfortunately, the 

same cannot be said in the United States. For Norwegians, July 22, 2011 marked the 

worst massacre for the country since World War II. Outsiders at the time were 

speculating that with such an infamous event taking place, precautionary steps would be 

devised to prevent further tragedies, but the reality is that no major changes were made. 

There were talks amongst civilians and within political circles of proposing new 

amendments to the current laws, but no changes were made since. Norway already had 

quite restrictive gun laws that led to extremely low firearm related deaths” (Ofman, 

2016). “[T]he culture of gun ownership is very different in the two countries. In Norway, 

for example, it’s uncommon to see guns outside organized settings like gun clubs or 

during hunting season” (Ofman, 2016). In fact, when Norwegian law enforcement 

officers are out on regular patrol, they do not carry firearms with them. Rather, they are 

locked away in their vehicle or inside of a secure facility.  

According to a 2007 report, the United States ranked number one in the world out 

of 178 countries for the largest rate (88.8) of civilian firearm ownership per one-hundred 

people. Norway ranked eleventh in the survey with an average rate of gun ownership at 

31.3 per one-hundred people (Karp 2007, 67). In the United States, the right to own a 

firearm is conditionally guaranteed by the Second Amendment in the U.S. Constitution: 

“A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the 
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people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed” (The Constitution of the United 

States, Amendment 2). Gun ownership, however, is also limited by federal law. The 

federal laws in place are classified as permissive because they “allow all but the 

prohibited categories of persons to acquire guns […] since most people are able to meet 

licensing requirements” (Newton and Zimring 1969, 83). The prohibited categories, such 

as those under the age of eighteen and convicted criminals were mentioned in the Gun 

Control Act of 1968. The problem with permissive gun laws in this country is two-fold: 

1) there is a vast number of citizens looking to purchase weapons on a daily basis in this 

firearm-laden country 2) the agencies around the country are unable to properly vet 

potential gun owner’s due to time constrains and lack of communication between 

agencies. In other words, permissive gun laws put the burden of proof on overworked and 

underfunded agencies.  

Travel across the Atlantic to Norway and you find that licensing there is almost 

the opposite of ours. The only thing both laws have in common are the absolute 

restrictions of carrying guns into federal facilities and schools. If caught violating this law 

in the United States, an individual can face up to ten years in prison, sentencing varies 

between states and their firearm laws. Civilians in Norway are strictly prohibited from 

carrying any type of firearm, it does not matter if the weapon is openly carried or 

concealed; if caught with a firearm in public, the individual can serve up to a maximum 

sentence of three months in prison (Norway 1969, Chapter 7 (Section 27b)). The question 

everyone should be asking is: do the United States gun laws and policies work more 

effectively then the alternative ones in Norway? The answer is no.  
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 Restrictive licensing in Norway states that “a person seeking to buy a firearm, 

typically a handgun, must provide the licensing authority with evidence of good character 

and have a valid reason why he needs the firearm.” (Newton and Zimring 1969, 83). 

Here, the burden of proof rests with the gun owner, rather than the agency that permits 

the license. Restrictive licensing in Norway is meant to reduce the number of firearms in 

civilian circulation as it involves more thorough mental, personal, safety and criminal 

background checks. Restrictive laws in Norway do not just stop with written laws passed 

by its government, it also extends to the homes of the gun owners because it is 

“mandatory that the chief of police conducts a home inspection, while also requiring the 

applicant to have an understanding of firearm safety and the law, which is tested in a 

theoretical or practical training course” (Newton and Zimring 1969, 83). When firearms 

are not being used by Norwegians, the guns must remain locked in a safe or secured by 

some means so that unauthorized individuals do not have access to the deadly weapons.  

Every gun sold in Norway is required by law to have an official record of 

acquisition, possession and transfer (Norway 2010, Section 9, ll. 11-12). Whereas, in the 

United States, an official register is not required and easy to bypass. Further detrimental 

qualities of firearm laws in the U.S. are attributed to the varied state laws concerning 

open-carry and concealed weapons, when a country lacks a universal law regarding any 

issue it leads to furthering the divide in a debate rather than attacking the problem.  

Unfortunately for the United States, that divide has become so large it is as if both 

sides are separated by the Grand Canyon. Before Columbine, a report was published in 

1991 by the Center to Prevent Handgun Violence and they compiled data from over 

2,500 newspaper articles concerning gun incidents in schools since 1986 and concluded 
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that seventy-one people (sixty-five students and six school employees) had been killed by 

gunfire in schools during the five-year period across thirty-five states (Anderson 1998, 

330). Accompanying the data was a student participation survey conducted by the Center 

to Prevent Handgun Violence, the analysis concluded that the “number one reason for 

bringing a gun onto school property was based on outside perceptions concerning 

violence within the school walls; fear was the motive for wanting to carry a firearm” 

(Levy 2016, 9). Guns and violence in this country have become so rampant that the fear 

associated with them seeped into our schools long before Columbine, and if fear was 

pinpointed as the source over twenty-five years ago, why has the United States continued 

to table the public’s concerns over the safety of their children, instead of enacting 

legislation to eradicate the fear?  

 

Curbing Access to Firearms 

While any school shooting is a tragedy, the one that tugged hardest on the 

heartstrings of most Americans occurred in 2012, when twenty-year-old Adam Lanza 

went into Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut and fatally shot 

twenty children between the ages of six and seven, along with six adult staff before 

turning a gun on himself. Reading about the events that occurred on December 14, 2012 

are still heartbreaking, and it is difficult to imagine such a cheerful time of the year being 

eviscerated for the victims and their families’ year in and year out. When the Newtown 

massacre first hit the airwaves I thought, surely, change will come to gun laws now that 

children have been targeted. Regrettably, that was not the case. I lost hope in our elected 

officials by the end of 2013 as it was hard to imagine any future change coming about 
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when politicians could shove the preventable murder of twenty children to the wayside. 

However, my optimism for a better future has been reignited with hope after the Parkland 

massacre earlier this year. The passion and fortitude that Marjory Stoneman Douglas high 

school students are displaying is empowering the nation to advocate for change once 

again. This time around, there are not frightened children leading the charge, but angry 

young adults voicing their opinions nationwide, calling for change.  

The one problem with the Parkland students is the backlash they are doling out 

regarding the increased security measures at their school. There are complaints over the 

use of clear backpacks, security lines, increased presence of law enforcement, more 

fencing and the implementation of identification badges. The frustration due to a lack of 

change can feel insurmountable at times, but these are the ‘baby steps’ that must be taken 

to ensure the immediate safety of students.  

Flooding Twitter with the hashtag “#ThisIsStupid” or filling clear backpacks with 

tampons is not the right way to send a message, Samantha Fuentes, a student at Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas, tweeted “There’s a CLEAR line between public safety and invasion 

of privacy. That line is crossed at transparent backpacks,” (Santiago, 2018). There have 

been countless videos and demonstrations showing how easy it is to fit a rifle in a 

concealed backpack; making clear backpacks mandatory for a school that just 

experienced tragedy is an excellent move.  

It is understandable that waiting in a fenced in line to get into school can be dull 

and aggravating, but with increased press around the area comes the need for increased 

security and precautionary measures to prevent unauthorized people from gaining 

entrance. Emma González, one of the leaders of the movement, commented on the 
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situation, saying: “Do you need any extra fences that will create the illusion of safety but 

are easily jumpable and make all the students feel like a combination of prisoners and 

livestock?” (Santiago, 2018). Joining in on the negative retorts was Delaney Tarr: 

“Nothing beats a morning walk through fenced lines with a bag check! Where am I, 

again?” (Santiago, 2018). Think back to post 9/11 travel and how inconvenient the extra 

security protocols were viewed, and yet American citizens came to terms with the fact 

that the additional measures were in place for their own safety and it has now become a 

daily routine for travelers.  

Again, this is not to say that clear backpacks, increased police presence and 

secured entrances should be the end game for solving the gun violence in schools, but 

these solutions should be met with praise as they are representative of going in the right 

direction. In Curriculum, Culture, and Community: The Challenge of School Violence, 

Anderson concludes that while school safety research is unable to pinpoint a foolproof 

solution, the aforementioned preventive measures does offer immediate improvements to 

students’ safety. A main concern today is how the United States allocates the federal 

budget so that there is a “low level of federal funding for school-based crime prevention 

activity, when compared with the $1.4 billion spent on police and $617 million for prison 

construction” (Anderson 1998, 358). Today, the federal government is fundamentally 

allocating more money towards the punishment of a crime, like mass shootings, rather 

than the prevention of said crime so no tangible progress has surfaced. 

Ways to protect the youth outside of safety implementations in and around 

schools, include making stricter gun laws that place the burden of proof on the applicant 

(as discussed with Norway above), keep better records of which firearms belong to 
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whom, close loopholes in gun shows and private sales, implement a gun-buyback 

program funded through taxes and, of course, work with the National Rifle Association 

(NRA) to find ways to keep schools safe.  
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Chapter Two: Mental Healthcare 

 Mental health in this country is as controversial a topic as gun control, since there 

are a multitude of factors, ranging from insurance companies, research projects, 

pharmaceuticals, the government, and societal viewpoints. One entity that is affected by 

all the aforementioned factors is The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 

The CDC used to allocate funds examining mental illness and gun violence; however, 

there still exists a fear of funding being pulled. While there is no current law or rule 

banning the CDC from studying firearms, there are lines in the sand, which the CDC is 

cautious about not crossing.  

 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

Up until 1996 the CDC would allocate funding to researchers examining the 

impact guns had on society, but once Gun Ownership as a Risk Factor for Homicide in 

the Home was published in 1993 the NRA decided it was time to take action. The 

findings of the study stated that: “Rather than confer protection, guns kept in the home 

are associated with an increase in the risk of homicide by a family member or intimate 

acquaintance” (Kellermann, Rivara, Rushforth, et al. 1993, 1). These findings were 

damning for the NRA, as the organization takes pride in homeowners keeping guns in the 

home for protection, and yet this study was providing evidence against the claim that 

firearms ensure protection from the “bad guys”. After three years of lobbying,  

Rep. Jay Dickey, a lifetime member of the NRA and a Republican from 
Arkansas, added an amendment to the [Omnibus Appropriations Bill] that 
funds the CDC that said, "none of the funds made available for injury 
prevention and control" could be used to study or promote gun control. 
That same year, Congress stripped the CDC of $2.6 million — exactly the 
amount the agency had spent studying gun violence the previous year. The 
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message was clear: Study gun violence and risk your career and your 
agency's funding. CDC researchers who used to study gun violence told 
me they stayed well clear of guns for fear of jeopardizing their 
livelihoods. (Yasmin 2018, 1) 

 
After the Newton shooting former President Barack Obama attempted to 

jumpstart research again, but Congress could not get on board. As of April 2018, 

there is some hope that the CDC will study gun violence again as Congress made 

clarifications to the Dickey Amendment introduced in the Omnibus Bill of 1996, 

mainly by mentioning that the CDC is not forbidden from conducting researching 

related to firearms. Nevertheless, the issue of funding still remains a looming 

question. It has been over ten years since the CDC studied firearms so it should 

come as no surprise that money is an issue. It has only been a month since 

Congress passed the new spending bill so time will tell if the CDC gets back into 

examining gun violence, for now, research on the topic will be funded by private 

entities. 

 

The School Shooter 

Scholars around the world have been studying the similarities and progression of 

behavior in school shooters. Sandberg, Berntzen and Kiilakoski published an article in 

2014, in which they examined the cultural influences of school shootings and associated 

that script with the Norweigan mass killing discussed earlier. The idea of a cultural script 

led to a “toolbox for behavior” that contains several key tools, explaining school 

shooters’ thought-process and motive: 

The most important part of the school shooting script is: (a) Targeting 
children and young people in an educational setting. Victims are usually 
randomly selected, although some are chosen because of their symbolic 
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value (e.g., principals). (b) It has become common for shooters to try to 
kill as many people as possible in efforts to exceed the number of victims 
in the Columbine shootings. (c) School shooting episodes develop over a 
long period of time, during which the shooters move from violent fantasies 
to detailed planning and finally the attack. (d) Shooters have used video 
games and other popular culture products such as films and music to 
prepare. (e) Since Columbine, many school shooters have published 
photos and videos, written statements and provided the mass media with 
detailed information about themselves. To all intents and purposes, the 
script is designed to make the perpetrator famous. The school shooting 
script is one of the many cultural resources for contemporary mass 
murder, and it has moved far beyond the realm of the school. (Sandberg, et 
al. 2014, 281) 
 

 
The first part of the script is to target the youth in an educational setting. A school 

shooter’s aim in targeting a younger audience is not only shocking to outsiders, but it 

focuses on where the shooters issues lie, whether they be stemmed from depression, 

bullying or anger, the problem stems within an academic environment. The educational 

grounds are “valued for learning and socialization into the culture from which he was 

marginalized […] the shock effect of killing young people is not incidental but an 

important part of the story” (Sandberg, et al. 2014, 285.) Look at the four worst mass 

shootings in the last twenty years: Columbine, Virginia Tech, Sandy Hook and Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas, all of these calamities are rooted in the problem of marginilization. 

Take the Columbine shooters for example, the students were described as outsiders who 

were bullied (and bullied others as well), in their writings, the two of them often 

complained of being excluded from activities and labeled as outsiders.  

The second part of the script entails a shooter killing as many people as possible, 

“with the hopes of surpassing previous incidents so that their event becomes more 

infamous than their predecessors” (Levy 2016, 6). Virginia Tech, Sandy Hook, and the 

Parkland shootings were all able to kill more individuals than the teenage shooters in 
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Columbine. The only difference between Columbine and the other three shootings is how 

long the media focused on the stories, Columbine was the talk of the town for months, the 

only rival in coverage is Parkland, due to two factors: 1) media has expanded to more 

platforms since Columbine, and 2) the affected students are making their qualms known 

and refusing to back down. 

The last tool in the toolbox worth mentioning states that before an attack on 

schools, the gunmen create a detailed plan that is developed over a period of time. This 

tool is best fit to the Columbine shooters as the writings in their journals contained 

schedules and describe how they may have used the videogame “Doom” to inspire and 

plan their attack. The writing in the journals is graphic, so I will not include them in this 

study, but the pages are easily accessible on the internet. Dylan and Eric were so precise 

about their plans that everything was written down to the minute in their planners and 

personal journals. They even went so far as to included drawings of what they would 

wear, where they would place bombs, and list names of people who they felt had 

wronged them. 

The Virginia Tech shooter, Seung-Hui Cho, wrote a manifesto expressing his 

opinions, took pictures with weapons, and recorded himself detailing why the rampage 

was going to occur, all of these items were then shipped to NBC News in New York the 

day of the shooting. Cho was recorded, stating that he was backed into a corner with no 

other option, that the shooting was the only logical step. In his ramblings, Cho refers to 

Harris and Klebold as martyrs who he joined forces with out of the frustration of society 

excluding him.  
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The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) also released information detailing the 

importance of Columbine to the Sandy Hook shooter, as he would spend time researching 

the event and posting comments on mass shooting forums in praise of the event. Matthew 

Lysiak, author of Newtown: An American Tragedy, studied the shooter in events leading 

up to the massacre. Lysiak concluded that Lanza blamed society for making him a 

miserable person rather than coming to terms with the fact he needed help. On February 

28, 2012, Lanza wrote: “… [school shootings] always occur in contexts which involve 

some permutation of alienation, which has been part and parcel with societal 

‘progress’…” (Lysiak 2014, 2). Lanza spent a significant portion of his life on the 

internet, venting frustrations and raising red flags on forums, but not a single person 

stopped him from planning the slaying in Newtown.  

Not much is known yet about the official motive(s) in the Parkland shooting, but 

students have gone on record saying that Nikolas Cruz was not himself after being 

displaced due to his mother’s passing. Cruz had a fair amount of history with law 

enforcement. Unfortunately, no action came from the multiple 911 calls. The FBI had 

even been tipped-off twice to the possibility of Cruz carrying out a school shooting. The 

first tip came in six months before the Valentine’s Day massacre, “when a Mississippi 

bail bondsman [Ben Bennight], who also makes YouTube videos, alerted the FBI that 

someone left a disturbing message in the comments section of a video that read: ‘I’m 

going to be a professional school shooter’ (Rose and Booker 2018, 3). The second tip 

came on January 5, 2018, about a month preceding the shooting: “the caller, who the FBI 

said was a person close to the suspect, warned that Cruz had a ‘desire to kill people’ and 

worried about ‘the potential of him conducting a school shooting’ (Rose and Booker 
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2018, 3). When the FBI has failed at their job, not once, but twice, how can society work 

to curb the violent behavior of others?  

 

The Relationship Between Gendered Violence and Mass Shootings 

 If I tell you to close your eyes and think of a terrorist, what image does your brain 

create for you? I guarantee that most people conjure up an image resembling an 

individual from the Middle East. What if I told you to close your eyes and think of a mass 

shooter, what does the individual look like? I bet the person you are thinking of is a 

younger male and more than likely he is white.  

In Rampage Nation, Klarevas sums up this point perfectly: 

What an examination of the gun massacres from the past fifty years 
uncovers is that most perpetrators of these heinous crimes seem to fit 
within a general framework. They were males of working age, susceptible 
to repeated testosterone spikes; suffering from some form of mental illness 
that warped their responses to perceived ego threats; which, in turn, were 
the by-product of their high, albeit unstable, self-esteem being severely 
challenged; resulting in premeditated acts of violence that were primed by 
the possession of firearms. (Klarevas 2016, 128) 

		
Here, Klarevas is raising an extremely important point when looking at how mental 

health and firearms can create an unfavorable concoction for vulnerable people, 

especially men. Again, I want to stress that mental health is not the sole factor in tracing 

the root cause of mass shootings; however, it is key when discussing how to potentially 

anticipate and prevent these tragedies from occurring.  

The rhetoric on news channels after school shootings, without fail, encompasses 

the mental health of the suspect (always a white male), yet after labeling the shooter as 

mentally ill the issue is forgotten about. The impact media has is an issue I will discuss 

later, but the concern here is that most, if not all, of these tragedies could have been 
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prevented had this country implemented adequate standards and safeguards. Doctors 

Metzl and MacLeish published a report with evidence “suggest[ing] that up to 60% of 

perpetrators of mass shootings in the United States since 1970 displayed symptoms 

including acute paranoia, delusions, and depression before committing their crimes” 

(Metzl and MacLeish 2015, 1). While this statistic does not isolate mass shootings on 

educational grounds, it proves that three-fifths of all instances in the last thirty-nine years 

contained warning signs that went unchecked. 

Science and media have helped construct gender roles in the United States that 

shape the ways in which girls and boys are supposed to grow up in a patriarchal society 

(hooks 2000). Do women commit murder? Yes, but the question that should be asked is 

the following: why are men committing the majority of mass murders, and more 

importantly why has there never been a female mass shooter on educational property in 

this country? 

The glaring difference between men and women is testosterone. It is what 

scientists have labeled as the hormone associated with aggression. Klarevas even jokingly 

mentions in passing that the presence of the Y chromosome leads to a predisposition of 

violence. Obviously being a man does not mean one will commit heinous acts of 

violence, but there is a process evident in mass shootings,  

For starters, those who are willing to endanger the lives of many share a 
predisposition that clouds their judgement and leaves them susceptible to 
reprehensible conduct. After they experience what they perceive to be a 
severely humiliating or threatening provocation, dangerous thoughts of 
retribution are set in motion. And it’s the possession of weapons that fuels 
their rage, priming their deadly act of premediated violence. 
Predisposition, provocation, and priming. These are the three Ps of mass 
violence. (Klarevas 2016, 106-107) 
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Predisposition, provocation, and priming all more masculine than feminine 

qualities. Men are known to act on first instinct, rather than thinking about how to 

react in a situation. While there is no finite answer as to why men typically act 

before thinking, the simplest explanations are evolution and society. Male species, 

human and non-human, have been rewarded for aggressive and violent behavior 

for centuries. Today, we have sayings like “boys will be boys,” “man up,” “boys 

don’t cry,” “you throw like a girl,” “what are you, gay?” and “Nice guys finish 

last.” These sayings formulate how society views males and how many perceive 

boys should be raised (hooks 2000). Violent sports and violent multimedia do 

nothing to curb societies’ gendered view on men and masculinity.  

 At the opening of the documentary, The Mask You Live In, there is a quote 

by George Orwell: “He wears a mask and his face grows to fit it…” the Orwellian 

quote is fitting in describing how trapped boys feel by their own emotions and 

who they are expected to grow up to be. Every single boy in the film describes the 

feeling of being alienated and afraid to really show who they are. Dr. Caroline 

Heldman, political scientist and educator, mentions that masculinity “is not 

organic, it is reactive, it is something that develops, it is a rejection of everything 

that is feminine” (The Mask You Live In, 2015); masculinity has nothing to do 

with what it means to be a man, rather it is concerned with proving how men are 

not women, which should seem like a ludicrous concept.  

 Ashanti Branch, educator and youth advocate, conducted a group exercise 

in the film, where high school boys were asked to write on the front of a mask 

what represents themselves, while on the back they had to write what they do not 
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let people see what exists behind the mask. Over ninety percent of the students 

were holding back pain and anger in order to maintain their tough and happy 

exteriors. Mr. Branch explained to the children that the emotions they were 

holding back were not a coincidence, they were holding back the negatively 

perceived feelings because nobody is asking how they really are feeling and what 

they need from others as support. A shocking statistic in The Mask You Live In 

(2015) was that fewer than fifty percent of boys and men with mental health 

challenges seek help. The idea is that rather than helping boys grow into healthier 

and responsible men, systems in place are coercing them into becoming ‘real’ 

masculine men.  

 After listening to the stories in the documentary, it is shocking to think 

about how inadequate mental healthcare is in this country considering the fact that 

some of these tragedies may have been prevented had a supporting cast been there 

for these people. After a mass shooting it is nearly impossible to humanize 

somebody who has taken the lives of others, but what if we were to put ourselves 

in the shooters shoes? Not only would we be thwarting an attack, but we would be 

saving lives. For young men, respect is too often linked to violent acts, such as 

exacting physical revenge or being verbally aggressive to those that oppose them. 

The rhetoric around mental illness in boys is associated with masculinity, if this 

country were to denounce the perceived norms of what a man should be (hooks 

2000), then progress could be made with those who are afflicted with a mental 

illness.  
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 The most emotional part of the documentary came when the filmmakers visited 

the San Quentin Juvenile Lifers Program, and Michael, an inmate, said: “The best way 

I’ve been able to understand my capacity to murder another human being is that I didn’t 

value my own life at the time, so I couldn’t value the life of another human being.” While 

this young man did not go on a rampage in a school, it gives outsiders perspective to what 

young men feel when their emotions are repressed and society confines them without 

providing them proper resources to get better.  

Besides being better role models and mentors for young boys, the United States 

need to refocus on the affordability, accessibility, and inclusivity of mental health 

insurance. Mental illness is a serious health problem and as a country we need to go 

beyond solidifying the establishment of a safe environment for children and adults. 

Insurance companies are in the business to make a profit, and unfortunately, mental 

illness is not as profitable as a physical ailment. When someone falls or gets into an 

accident and breaks a bone, tears a muscle or a ligament, there is a start date of pain and 

several weeks or a months later, there is a point where the individual reaches maximum 

medical improvement (MMI). With mental illnesses like depression, schizophrenia, it is 

near impossible to figure out the onset of the issue as the brain is a complex part of our 

body that scientists do not fully understand, so doctors and insurance companies have a 

hard time coming to an agreement on what can be deemed as medically necessary when 

considering treatment options. One possible solution to this problem is making insurance 

companies see mental health as preventive maintenance work. To do this, Congress has 

to get involved, forcing or incentivizing companies to set a minimum coverage for mental 
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healthcare. The laws currently in place go unchecked and, as with firearm laws, too many 

people are slipping through the cracks.  
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Chapter Three: Multimedia Influences on Gendered Violence 

In the early 1980s and into the 1990s, the U.S. experienced a total of sixteen 

shootings at U.S. Postal Service offices, where frustrated employees exacerbated their 

rage on fellow coworkers, killing them. In Going Postal, by Mark Ames, he discusses 

how the phrase “going postal” was coined, and how it became a theme of video games in 

the 1990s; “[s]imilarly, the idea of armed revenge against one’s employer or school 

became a theme in mainstream films, which in turn inspired real killers” (Sandberg, et al. 

2014 281). It seems that wherever we go in this country, violence surrounds us. In 

theaters the top-grossing movies are graphic; on televison viewers cannot escape 

violence, whether it be on the news, televison series, or in children’s cartoons; in the car 

we hear agreesive and violent lyrics; and on the internet we see graphic images and cases 

of cyberbullying. Many of our examples of masculinity are seen in sports, film, games, 

the internet and the entertaiment industry. In all of these forms of media, there are men 

that boys look up to. A lot of what they are being taught is domination, aggression and 

seclusion. These qualities exist in hypermasculine figures that young men try to adhere 

to.  

The United States Secret Service and Department of Education published a report 

in 2004 detailing how school attacks could be prevented. One of their findings showed 

that “over half of the attackers demonstrated some interest in violence, through movies, 

video games, books, and other media (59 percent, n=24). However, there was no one 

common type of interest in violence” (Vossekuil 2004, 22). This report is over ten years 

old and does not include the perpators of Virginia Tech, Sandy Hook, and Stoneman 

Douglas, but it does prove that violence played a role in the shooters lives before an 
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attack. As much as violent images and sounds have impacted mass shooters, it is not the 

presence of violence which has led individuals down a broken path, rather it is the 

gunmens’ interpretation of media literacy and what he is exposed to.  

 

The Internet and Social Media  

Have you ever tried to go a day without checking Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

Snapchat, or the Internet? For a young adult like myself, it is near impossible not to use 

one of the applications, as I communicate with friends and family members everyday 

through them. The quasi-dependency my generation (and generations to come) has on 

technology is concerning, as some individuals have a difficult time disconnecting from 

the virtual world. It has become easier and less stressful to communicate via phones and 

computers, public speaking skills in younger people has become more of a struggle now 

versus twenty years ago. The critical issue with the world wide web and social media is 

the level of interactivity that they these platforms have to offer, as technology becomes 

more advanced and people use it more on a daily basis, the more disconnected users 

become from the real world.  

 Social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook are full of negative and 

derogatory remarks, they offer individuals a place where they can hide behind screens 

anonymously, not worrying about backlash, since the internet gives us the chance to 

become a different person; à la, the aforementioned mask young men wear to protect 

their flawed perspective of masculinity. Instagram, Twitter, YouTube and Facebook are 

getting better at censoring inappropriate violent content, but it still exists and is accessible 

by those who claim to be over the age of eighteen. Creators on sites like YouTube can 
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mark their content as graphic, which makes only adults allowed to view the contents, but 

this restriction is easily avoidable. All a child has to do to bypass the restriction is create a 

second account using an easily obtained G-Mail e-mail address and claim to be over 

eighteen. The process takes less than ten minutes and YouTube has no control over 

closing that loophole.  

 

Video Games 
	

Video games have only recently entered the fray of heated debates on violence, as 

they are a relatively new form of entertainment. Console gaming first arrived in 1972 

with the creation of The Magnavox Odessey and, more famously, Atari PONG. When we 

think of gaming today, PONG, is the last thing that comes to mind. PlayStation and 

XBOX consoles arrived on the scene in the mid-1990s, and since then, the gaming 

community has exploded with popularity. Research connecting video game violence with 

the propensity to violcence in the real world are few and far between, there simply has 

been enough data collection in the past twenty-five years to warrant a valid study.  

What we do know about the connection is more and more kids are playing video 

games for longer amounts of time. In The Mask You Live In (2015), Dr. Phillip Zimbardo 

states that “the average boy spends forty hours a week watching television, sports, 

movies; fifteen hours playing video games, and now, what’s new, is two hours watching 

porn.” When any individual, young or old, plays video games for extended periods of 

time, the content loses its impact on the gamers and viewers because they habituate to the 

sameness. Extended exposure periods are more common in males then females, and 

content creators know this, which is why more video games consist of graphic violence. 
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Boys and young men are seeing violence on televison and in movies, and then inserting 

themselves a character in violent video games where killing is rewarded with progression 

in the video game. The following statistics are displayed in The Mask You Live In (2015) 

and aid in painting the picture of how much impact video games have on males in 

American society: 31% of males feel addicted to video games; 99% of boys play video 

games; 90% of games rated appropriate for children over 10 contain violence; 50% of 

parents don’t monitor ratings; and the average 18 year old has seen 200,000 acts of 

violence on screen, including 40,000 murders.  

Ashly Burch, actor and writer, said in The Mask You Live In (2015), that violent 

video games enforce the violent structures of how a man should act. While some video 

games allow the player to customize their own character, a typical game (like Call of 

Duty, Hitman, Sniper Elite, and Grand Theft Auto) tends to feature white males whom 

are powerful and exude confidence. Kids that play these games become attached to the 

character because they are playing the hero and liken themselves to the actions which 

take place during the story, They look up to the character, and, in the end, the young 

gamers end up idolizing someone who cannot express themselves emotionally, cannot be 

honest or open with anyone around them, and most importnatly is not real. Yes, video 

games can be used as outlets for agression and provide learning opportunites, but too 

much exposure to graphic violence and no monitorization at home can lead a child down 

the wrong path rather quickly.  
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Movies, Television and Music 

Looking at music charts, box office numbers, and telvision show ratings it is clear 

to see what our society is infatuated with: violence. The top songs of 2018 thus far 

consist of more hip/hop songs than any other genre, and most of the music (including 

genres other than rap) gracing the airwaves today does not exude positive messages, 

rather they focus on themes of wealth, power, violence, sex and depression. These same 

themes are being played out in TV series like Riverdale, The Walking Dead, Stranger 

Things, House of Cards, Game of Thrones, and Atlanta. Box office numbers for this 

fiscal year are being led by the following five movies: Avengers: Infinity War, Black 

Panther, Ready Player One, Fifty Shades Freed, and A Quiet Place. The top grossing 

movies are superhero movies that reward unrealisitc macho behavior while packing the 

movie with unnecessary amounts of violence. Ready Player One is a movie which 

focuses on the power that technology, specifically virtual reality, has on us around the 

world. Fifty Shades Freed is an R-rated erotic film focusing on domination and 

possesiveness. The last movie, A Quiet Place, is an unconventional horror film that does 

not depict as many gruesome images as one may think. What I’ve discussed here only 

skims the top of the surface when analyzing works of film and music, the impact movies 

and music have on us goes beyond the materialistic facets we are exposed to.   

In The Mask You Live In (2015), Dr. Caroline Heldmen describes the prototypical 

male archetypes whom we see in films and on television. There are the strong men, who 

are always in control and don’t let emotions stand in their way, like Jason Stathham’s 

character, Frank Martin, in the Transporter series. These archetypes are representative of 

boys who have that hardened exterior shell, letting emotions bottle up inside them and eat 
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them away. The second archetypal character is the superhero, “who is an engaging 

character involved in high levels of violence in order to maintain control so that whatever 

goal he has in front of him is accomplished” (The Mask You Live In, 2015), classic 

characters like Iron Man, Captain America, Thor, Spiderman, Dr. Strange, Batman and 

Superman are all recognizable. A third archetype is the thug, which is predominanetly 

comprised of men of color and the actors are tasked with sterotyping a race as violent and 

less than the strong white masculine men, who’s job is to repress the thug and ‘save the 

day’.  The violence in gang movies like Boyz n the Hood or Training Day belittle 

minorities while also depicting them as violent and animalistic. Dr. Michael Kimmel, a 

sociologist and educator, was interviewed in The Mask You Live In (2015) saying that 

media images absolutely have an effect on people behavior, because if they didn’t, then 

the advertising industry would collapse.  

A second documentary worth mentioning is Dreamworlds II: Desire, Sex & 

Power in Music Video, the film is directed by Sut Jhally and after five minutes of 

watching it becomes quite clear that the overarching theme women play in music videos 

is not as a sentient person, but as an object that is there for all of men to use. Sut Jhally 

says that over ninety percent of what viewers are exposed to in our commercial culture is 

produced and directed by men. When one sex is dominating an industry it becomes 

‘okay’ and ‘accepted’ for demaning and violent acts to be produced. The images of 

women in these videos proliferate the idea that women are nothing more than erotic 

beings that are designed to accommodate the male sexual fantasies and desires (Levy 

2015, 7). In videos like “Tip Drill” (starring Nelly) or “Another Bitch Broke” (performed 

by Snoop Dogg), the women are shown as an accessory to the man, where only body 
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parts are important, making it acceptable for men to degrade and control females since 

they are objects. Jhally notes that women become outlines and shadows, possessing 

nothing that makes them human, they are empty vessels waiting to fulfill the desires of 

men.  

The problem isn’t that we have too much violence in movies and TV. The 
problem is that the kind of violence portrayed is so limited […] the 
economic imperative to reach a huge audience is through extremely 
polished and expensive programs eliminates the willingness to take risks 
or to deviate from proven formulas. So we get violent media, a very 
particular kind—anesthetized to maximize its accessibility and his 
capacity to stimulate viewers—and endlessly repeated stories of male 
strength and good old fashion American power. And it really isn’t hurting 
anyone that much, at least not directly. Instead it’s doing something much 
more pernicious. The mass production to media violence is wasting an 
enourmous resource that might otherwise be capable of tremendous public 
good. People learn about the world and form their understandings of it to a 
great extent from public culture.  They gather from it the material they 
need to function as citizens and to participate in the democratic process. 
The reduction of the nation’s media discourse to a redundant series of 
violent spectacles does something much worse than teaching people to 
become aggressive. It tells him to do nothing (Trend 2007, 71). 

 
In order to gain control over the mass production of violence, media literacy has 

to be taught in the home and at school.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	 32 

Conclusion 
 

The United States media is obsessed with violence, and society feeds off of the 

graphic images and heart-wrenching stories, wanting to hear and see more striking 

incidents in detail. We have wrongly turned a blind eye to the increase of violence in all 

aspects of our lives. It has gotten to a point where money is more meaningful than the 

happiness and wellness in life. The Parkland students drove this point home when they 

displayed price tags of $1.05 during the March for Our Lives Rally. The dollar amount 

was determined by taking the estimated amount of money U.S. Senator Marco Rubio 

took from the NRA, and then dividing it equally amongst the number of students in 

Florida to equate how much Senator Rubio fiscally valued a child’s life.  

Gun reformation on Capitol Hill is at an impasse, which is concerning because as 

long as gun laws (and views concerning gun culture stay the same), incidents like 

Columbine, Virginia Tech, Sandy Hook and Parkland will continue to happen. It is not 

sufficient to simply place security stopgaps in and around educational structures. The 

United States has to attack the problem from more angles, rather than focus on regulating 

firearms. The CDC needs to proactively resume its dormant violence studies; media 

platforms should dampen violent content, while parents also monitor what their children 

are exposed to; and, most importantly, Congress needs to set aside the tribal attitudes 

between political parties and work together to find solutions to the mental healthcare 

problem whilst exploring options that reduce gun homicide rates in this country. It takes a 

village to raise a child, so when a mass school shooting occurs, the blame should not be 

set on one factor, rather it is all of society and its systems that have failed.  
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