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Encourage all to nurture
safer communities
Driving tip to Denton on Friday afternoon I received
a call from the Fox news sta
tion in Austin asldngme wheth
er the shooting in Aurora, Colo.,
w a s c o n n e c t e d w i t h " T h e D a r k
ICnight Rises" Batman movie
that was playing in the theater
where James Holmes is suspect
ed of killing 12 and wounding 59
p e o p l e . , •

For more than two decades, I
have studied how human beings
respond to violent acts in differ
ent historical and cultural set
tings. On Saturday, Austin's CBS
affiliate asked me how to talk to
children about the Aurora shoot
ing-

Like others before him, the
Colorado suspect has stolen
from us, young and old, the ba
sic belief that we can go about
our normal lives without being
afraid. Driving from Denton to
Austin on Interstate 35 the previ
ous Sunday night in heavy traffic
during torrential rains, I felt this
social act of faith.

Driving an interstate highway
under any conditions takes a vil
lage, citizens trusting other cit
izens to keep each other safe.
Now we must use the same trust
when we sit down togetfier in a
m o v i e t h e a t e r.

There are a lot of questions
when innocent people are killed
in what is normally a peaceful •
communal space. We have asked
t h e m s i n c e C h a r l e s W h i t m a n
went up the University of Texas
Tower in August 1B66.

Psychologists, sociologists, le
gal and law enforcement experts
have examined the backgrounds
and motivations of perpetrators,
the triggers that prompt them to
kill, the practical factors that en
able them to do so.

If we all learned by heart the
profiles that have been devised
and applied them to every per-
son we met, we would not identi
fy every potential shooter.

Christopher^. Ferguson and
two co-authors in the Journal of
Police Crisis Negotiations in 2011
analyzed false stereotypes and
sound identifiers, based on a de
finitive 2002 study of 37 school
shootings and 41 attackers by the
U.S. Secret Service. Their analy
s is showed;
■ Fifteen percent of attackers

showed in te res t in v io len t v ideo
games, about half in violent me
dia in general.
■ Twelve percent of the shoot

ers "had no f r iends . "
■ One-third were socially iso

l a t e d .
■ Two out of three shooters,

then, are well-socialized.
■ Only one out of eight was a

t r u e l o n e r.
■ About nine out of 10 showed

no more in terest in v io lent v ideo
games and movies than ordinary
teenagers or young adultsV
■ Many "attackers" are good

and l i kab le s tuden ts .
Holmes^ who was arrested at

the scene of the theater shoot
ings, wa^ so described by class-

I ̂  mates In high school, college and
graduate school.

Student peers described
Colton Tooley, the shooter at the
University of Texas at Austin in
September 2010 who killed no
one but himself, as bright, polite
and helpful. I spoke with some
of his teachers. They were be
wildered and truly sorrowful for
h i m .

Better predictors are internal:
■ Sixty-one percent of atfack-

ers suffered from depression.
■ Seventy-eight percent con

templated or attempted suicide.
■ Ninety-eight percent suf

fered a recent personal loss.
■ Seven out of 10 felt they had

been wronged.
■ Very few of them had talked

to a t ra ined menta l heal th coun
s e l o r . •

Did "The Dark Knight Rises"
drive James Holmes to allegedly
shoot random moviegoers?

Holmes dyed his hair and is re
ported to have said when arrest-' ed, "I am the Joker." He left Bat

man paraphernalia in his booby-
trapped apartment.

He did not choose the Batman
film at random. He planned his

* a t t a c k . ' '

The movie was an element in
whatever fantasy he was acting
out. So was his SWAT-team garb.

The movie provided the oc
casion, but not the core motiva
t i o n .

If we had made it harder to ac
quire the kinds of weapons and
the 6,000 rounds of ammuni
tion Holmes bought, fewer peo
ple would have been killed or
w o u n d e d .

Holmes might have been de
layed in taking action long
enough for his person^ psycho
logical crisis to pass.

According to President Barack
Obama, tragedies like these re
mind us that we are a family
united in grief. .

It would be better to unite in
kindness before tfagedy strikes,
to care actively for one another
in our homes, schools, church
es, work places and other pub
lic spaces, to be aware of others
who may need help, to de-stig-
matize seeking mental health
counseling.

Colton Tooley and James Hol
mes prove that "normal" peo
ple living alongside us can feel
alone and troubled. They can •
use strange reasoning. Whitman
killed the two women he loved
most to spare them the shame
he wanted to cause his father by
killing a dozen people at random
with a r ifle .

Teach your children to love
and care for thei r f r iends. Tel l
them that troubled people can
sometimes think and do very
bad things, but we can love and
protect one another, including
helping those who need help get
help.

Palaima is a professor at the Universi
ty of Texas at Austin; tpalaima@
sbcglobal.net.
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