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offenders, to look at the commonalities." The last
word seemed to be that of the Director of the
National Consortium on Violence Research at
Carnegie Mellon University who blamed guns,
which "transform what is widespread teenage
behavior into disasters." Perhaps more insightful
than any of the experts was the student graffiti
which appeared on the bulletin board outside the
door of our Social Sciences Department: "Blaming
violence on guns is like blaming obesity on the
fork."

This, of course, corroborates the scientific
findings of psychology that the sources of violent
behavior lie not in guns but in the personalities of
the perpetrators, personalities formed in large part
by early experiences. Like the analysand, the
media (in this case, the Times) sometimes dropped
hints to the effect even as they defensively
focussed on other "factors" or claimed causes were
essentially unknowable. An article (April 27,
National: A21) on the earlier Jonesboro shooting
revealed something in passing about child abuse:
"...there was also the sexual abuse of both sons by
a neighborhood teenager ... an episode that neither
child disclosed at the time," about which the
mother only learned when her ex-husband
"revealed it to Barbara Walters on television." It
is, of course, not my contention that one episode of
sexual abuse produces violent behavior. 1 am
pointing out that childhood and the role of abuse
are only mentioned as causes in passing, if at all,
when many, many sources point to child abuse as a
factor in violent behavior.

Indeed, the New York Times Book Review,
two days before the Littleton shootings, carried a
review of Gitta Sereny's new book, Cries Unheard.
Headlined "Bad Seed?", it told of the 1968 murder
of two English boys, ages 3 and 4, by Mary Bell, a
girl of 11, whose remorseless demeanor infuriated
some and prompted the British press to speak of
her as "a freak of nature" and as "evil born."
Sereny, however, discovered something other than
biology at work: "We learn that on four separate
occasions, her mother, Betty, a prostitute, used her
daughter as a sexual prop in some of her
sadomasochistic encounters.... (In later years
when Bell served time in prison, Betty would sell
stories about her daughter, as well as photographs,
to the tabloids; at one point she told her daughter
that she was 'the devil's spawn')" (April 18: 9). We
learn more details from the review in The New
York Review of Books (May 20: 4): When Mary
was four or five, Betty "allowed her clients to

sodomize Mary and introduce instruments into her
body. She restrained her while clients ejaculated
into her mouth. She allowed clients to whip her, to
hood or gag her, and Mary was choked so that she
briefly lost consciousness."

Why were facts like these never considered
by the media? Where were the studies by Alice
Miller, where is Flora Rhea Schreiber's The
Shoemaker? Where was psychoanalyst Muriel
Gardner, "the real Julia," who spent a lifetime
studying violent children? Since we heard nothing,
anywhere, about this body of work, no one had a
chance to explore this possible cause in the
national discussion which followed Littleton.

Of course, careful research needs to be
undertaken for any specific cases before any
conclusions can be drawn. In history we work
from sources to conclusions, not the other way
around. Yet, once again the media had
unconsciously suppressed important data by
"overlooking" it, thus carrying out a central group-
fantasy function by keeping the possible
connection between violence and childhood
experiences from group-consciousness. On the
other hand, at least one 130 psychohistory students
were exposed to these ideas and to some of the
ways in which powerful mediums, like The New
York Times, help keep us in the dark.

David Beisel, PhD, teaches history and
psychohistory at Rockland Community College of
the State University of New York. He the recipient
of several teaching awards, and is a Contributing
Editor to Clio's Psyche. O

Questions About the
Suburban Massacre in Littleton

Dan Dervin
Mary Washington University

In the aftermath of the Columbine shooting
in Littleton, Colorado, we are in a situation where
the more we learn the more questions we have -- a
condition that may well continue indefinitely. At
present there are too many perspectives and
dynamics to choose from: the individual feelings of
rejection (narcissistic injuries) and the reactive
grandiosity in assuming power roles (identification
with the aggressor) as well as the cultural and the
political which provide means and models for
enacting violent revenge.

I want to restrict these few observations to
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questions of parenting: not only about what seems
to have gone wrong, but how difficult it is to know.
Not long ago, with my then about-to-marry
daughter Hilary, now the mother of a girl, I
monitored the messages in Child, a mass-market
magazine for parents with young children. In
many ways, its viewpoints were enlightened: non-
normative, but responsive to reasonable
expectations, and generally accepting of children
as interesting, different human beings.

But one vignette raised some alarms.
"You're opposed in principle to violent toys," goes
a question-answer feature, but "your 3-year-old
wants a toy gun." You should say, "Guns hurt
people. You don't want to hurt people. Let's talk
about ways you can help people." On the one
hand, the child receives a clear message from the
parent and may feel reassured that he/she
participates in the parent's non-violent aura. The
child may also infer that if he/she wants to retain
the parent's love, he/she should identify with the
parent's picture of the world -- keep the bad stuff
outside. = However, this could arouse a less
adaptive defense of identification-with-the-
aggressor, or just as easily inhibit the child's
subsequent needs for self-protection. In fact, the
parent's seizing the high ground in opposing
violence in principle may shield unaddressed
anxieties over aggression, self-injury, sexuality,
etc.

There is in fact a breakdown in empathic
attunement because the parent is scripting the child
like a blank sheet in the Lockean mode, an
opportunity to explore the meaning of toys in
parents' and children's life is missed, and a crucial
distinction between fantasy and reality is blurred.
The so-called gun is after all only a toy to a three-
year-old (and should also be to an adult); toys are
transitional objects that serve genuine
developmental needs. It may be the boy is
attempting to dis-identify with the mother by
externalizing his dawning awareness of the genital
to have it recognized and validated, in which case
mother's disapproval may return him to an earlier
symbiotic bind of total dependency; this may in
turn alleviate the mother's own anxieties over
separation and loss. Eliminating the so-called gun
from the field of play then reassures her and
motivates her to double her energies toward this
illusory safety. If the toy-gun is appropriately
perceived as a transitional object, however, it will
eventually succumb to the fate of all childhood's
dolls and toys -- gradual phasing-out and

abandonment. When the mother interferes by
imposing her own fears in terms of unquestionable
principles, the child may experience the narcissistic
mortification of helpless defeat at the hands of a
beloved but more powerful adversary, and may
grow up associating guns or genitals with power
and danger, setting the stage for acting out on the
one hand and sexual/gender conflicts on the other.

A neighbor of the family of Dylan Klebold
(one of the two presumed Littleton killers) recalls
saying to the Klebold mother, Sue, that "in your
house you have all these boy toys, while I have
only girl toys." "Boy toys, but no toy guns," Sue
Klebold answered. A neighbor of the Eric Harris
family (the other presumed Kkiller) recalls the
Harrises as great neighbors. "They're always
raking their leaves, shoveling their sidewalks,
lending a hand in a pinch. And they have terrific
boys -- pleasant, clean-cut, respectful toward their
parents." Her own kids were "such troublemakers,
drinking beer, smoking cigarettes, throwing parties
when their parents weren't around." The Harris
parents dutifully attend PTA meetings, Little
League, etc. When a neighbor, however, met with
them to call their attention to death threats sent by
Eric to their son, Mrs. Harris broke down in tears
("In Littleton, Neighbors Ponder What Went
Wrong," Washington Post, May 2).

Where does what appears to be "good-
enough parenting" turn out to be something else,
which I'm tentatively calling "As-if parenting"?
The clinical term emanates from Helene Deutsch's
attempts to depict personalities akin to our
borderline/narcissistic syndromes today. Among
other features, the as-if personality has not
consolidated stable identifications, and
consequently relies on society's ready-made
stereotypes of adult behavior, revealed as partly
external and resulting in shallow interpersonal ties.
Are we seeing today new versions of the older
bourgeois forms of respectability and propriety
now defined in wealth and status substituting for
genuine ideals and relationships, and thereby
subverting parenting?

Children may collude with such as-if
parenting by outward compliance. This false-self
seems to have been the one perceived by the
probation officer, the judge, neighbors, and school
officials in their dealings with the two Littleton
boys.

Dan Dervin, PhD, of Mary Washington
College in Fredericksburg, Virginia, is currently
pursuing a psychohistory of the Clinton
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Columbine and the NRA
By Old Scratch

The saddest story I ever heard tell

Came from an old fool found sweating in
Hell.

Put there for repeating ideas thought true:

"Guns don't kill people; it's Trenchcoats that
do!"

"'"Trenchcoats'? Surely you have to be kid
ding!

"Was it the lining, thread, or the ribbing"?

"None of these," whispered his soul in tor-
ment.

"The counsel they gave me was fraudulent."”

So, I, Beezlebub, paused then to listen,

In darkness visible, eye a-glisten,

To NRA tales of tyranny smelled,

And in mine evil eyes, tears of laughter
welled.

"'Trenchcoats did it,' said they with manner
firm.

"And I believed them: odd lesson to learn."

"Why did you fall for their self-serving
speech,

"Their short-sighted fears, their macho-like
preach?"

Quoth I with malevolent grin, dev'lish
Laughter, happy as Sin. "Propaganda

"Is easy; it's like consuming cold cheer;
"'Cause ice water here goes faster than beer."

"I know, I know -- now!" said he miserable.

"But up there the Constitution visible

"Says all have the right to bear arms! "To
fight

"Any foe that breaks down the door our right

"Is inviolate,' they told me that oft,

""Government's dangerous, we can't get

soft!'

"And I believed them; I fell for their line

"And drank it all down like sweet-tasting
wine."

So I, the famous Inn-Keeper of Hell,
Reacted once more to this tale I've heard
Tell, repeated just like any hard sell.
"Thinkest thou here this idea's alone?

"There's many a good wit who's repeated

these gratis
"Like Charlton Heston out of Quo Vadis;
"An idea's only good as reality's
"Fit; else here it's merely devilish sh-t.

"So, tell me, what place and time were you
born?

"Do hunters find food through woodlands
and corn?

"Do neighbors still walk three days then to
call?

"Are cities large, if 200 folk sprawl]?"

The tormented soul shook a head-shakin'

"Oh no, for the times, they've been a-
changin'."

"Wise thought," harshed I, "but it's too little
too

"Late. The Columbine kids needed wisdom

"Straight, from a balanced, mature perspec-
tive.

Political Personality and

"What they got from their folk elective
"Was devilishly good political talk
"Fueling their Machiavellian squawk."

But soon they'll ALL gather, e'en NRA's best

And then His Wisdom puts them all to the
test.

As Milton said, we all have a free choice

So they may pick where they stay ... and re-
joice.

In Hell's sight we have rifles galore

Pistols are worn by five-year-olds and more.

In Heav'n there's only one rule held dear:

"Abandon all guns, ye who enter here!"
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