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By David A. Schulman

Unless you’ve been living under a rock for some

time, you are aware of the seemingly growing number

of highly publicized shootings in the last several

decades. There are a number of constants in these

events, just as each is unique.  However, in the wake of

each shooting, and when considering them as a body of

related but unconnected events, we are left with the

inevitable question -- why?

It is well known that when a child is not able to get the desired level of attention, he/she

will “act out” by doing or saying things which disrupt the status quo.  This is because negative

attention is better to the child than no attention at all.  To cite one of the favorite record albums

from my youth, “Child is Father to the Man.”

Prior to becoming a post-conviction attorney, I had a fairly busy trial practice.  Prior to

being an attorney, I held several jobs which helped me increase my ability to “read” people.  

In my practice I have had conversations with convicted criminals all over Texas.  I have

looked them in the eyes and I have heard their stories. 

I have formulated the opinion that the primary reason

most of them are behind bars is that they never heard

the message, verbal or non-verbal, expressing the

importance they held to their parents.  Because they

never got that message, they began acting out, and

their acting out was the beginning of the path to

prison. 

David A. Schulman, one of the founders of TIBA, has been a co-author of
this report for many years. He was a member of the Court of Criminal
Appeals' staff in 1991-1993, and has been lead counsel in hundreds of
direct appeals and habeas corpus proceedings.  David reviews every
published criminal case from the Court of Criminal Appeals and every
Court of Appeals on a daily basis. He has been Board Certified in
Criminal Law since 1991 and was one of the first attorneys to become
Board Certified in both Criminal Law and Criminal Appellate law. See
his website at www.davidschulman.com.
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I have also come to believe, that very few of my

clients were in prison because of a lack of social skills. 

Their acting out, while perhaps originally directed at

family, more often became acts of rebellion against

authority.  Sometimes, because they were fairly well

socialized and well accepted into a circle of friends,

their acting out was to impress those friends. 

There have been more than a few highly

publicized shootings in the last twenty-five years.  One

of the reoccurring themes which I have noticed is that 

there always appears to be some observed bizarre

behavior about which nothing is done by people who

could have done something.   The most striking feature of these highly publicized shootings is

that these crimes are most often committed by people who suffer from a lack of desired attention

and a lack of social skills, and, generally, are considered to be or have been (after the fact) loners

or outsiders.  

As I have previously written, I am opposed to the death penalty for numerous reasons. 

I can tell you, however, that I know the very day I decided I was against the death penalty.  It

was October 23, 1979, the day after the State of Nevada executed a killer named Jesse Bishop.

Bishop had murdered a newly wed tourist during an armed robbery at a Las Vegas

casino.  I lived in Las Vegas then and worked on “The Strip” everyday.  I knew the owners and

many of the workers at the casino where the murder took place.  

Bishop was the third man executed in the post-Furman era.  Like Gary Gilmore, executed

in 1977, Bishop put up no resistance to his execution, and his sentence of death was carried out

on October 22, 1979, in Carson City.  

The next day, one of the Las Vegas papers1 had

a lengthy story about Bishop, and large photo of Bishop

on the front page with the caption “The Life & Times of

Jesse Bishop 1933-1979.”  Even then, before I had ever

set foot inside a prison or sat and talked with someone

confined for committing a crime, I thought to myself

that I knew people who would die to get that much

attention.  I am of the opinion that the same is true of

each of the deranged men who have committed the

mass shootings we’ve seen in the United States in the last 25 years.  

  1  There were daily papers in those days, the Sun and the Review-Journal.  I do not remember which
paper was involved, but my recollection is that it was the Sun, which was more like today’s tabloids.  
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I don’t need to mention their names.  The various media, which makes them overnight

celebrities, has done that all too well.  Think about this list of crimes:

       ! the shooting of 40 people at a restaurant in California;
       ! the shooting of 50 people at a cafeteria in Texas; 
       ! the shooting of 37 people at a high school in Colorado; 
       ! the shooting of 49 people at a college in Virginia;
       ! the shooting of 17 people at a civic center in New York;
       ! the shooting of 82 people in a theater in Colorado; 
       ! the shooting of 10 people at a temple in Wisconsin; and
       ! the shooting of 28 people at an school in Connecticut.

We can continue to ask “why?,” or we can look at the

obvious.  These crimes were each committed by people with

serious mental health issues, who “don’t fit in,” and who have 
perceived grudges against society or someone in particular and 
don’t mind killing people they don’t know and who are unrelated 
to their particular grudge, because “nobody” listens to them. 

Nobody pays attention to them. They are invisible -- until they 
kill people.   

Unlike most situations in which knowing why will work to

be able to prevent a problem from re-occurring, this is not the

case here.   Certainly there are very complicated features to each

of the men who perpetrated these crimes, but the answer to their

disorderly thought process, indeed, the answer to the question “why?,”  lies many years before

in their socialization process. 

The problem is not necessarily bad parenting, but less than optimal socialization in the

formative years, caused my a myriad of problems, which results in less than optimal decision

making later in life.  With most men in that situation, the bad choices are often little more than

strange dress or poor hygiene.  With the men involved in these shootings, however, the only

response they see possible when society ignores them, is to act out in these extreme fashions. 

It is, in fact, reported that the shooter in the San Ysidro McDonald's shooting was that "society

had its chance."  Sadly, among these men, that type of thinking is not unique.
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