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How to Read a Film: Bowling for Columbine (Documentary) 

Michael Moore's Bowling for Columbine is an immensely impactful documentary about 

gun rights and gun violence in the United States, as Moore ponders why the amount of gun-

related deaths is so high in America as opposed to the numbers in other developed countries.  

The film largely focuses on the Columbine High School Massacre; a school shooting that took 

place in April 1999, the perpetrators of which were two senior students at the school.  Moore 

explores what he believes to be the contributing factors to the massacre, as well as to many other 

gun-related incidents of violence in the United States. While many people argue that the film 

should be considered a "mockumentary" rather than a documentary, due to its use of humor to 

convey its message, I believe that the intent is to educate on gun violence rather than to satirize 

it. 

A mockumentary is defined as "a motion picture or television program that takes the 

form of a serious documentary in order to satirize its subject."  In my opinion, this is in reference 

to shows like The Office, in which the purpose of the show is to be comedic and not taken 

seriously.  Bowling for Columbine does frequently use humor, such as when Moore takes two 

victims from the Columbine shooting who have bullets still embedded in their bodies to K-Mart, 

the store where the bullets were purchased, and asks to return them for a refund.  While this is a 

humorous moment, it is used to convey the fact that Moore believes that ammunition should not 

be so easily available in stores like K-Mart; and in fact, later in the movie Moore is successful in 

convincing K-Mart executives to phase out the sale of ammunitions in their stores.  Comedic 



moments are placed throughout the film in order to keep the audience entertained, while still 

educating them on the topic at hand.   

This film frequently contrasts its use of humor with the sad realities of violence in 

America and caused by Americans internationally, such as the montage to the song "What a 

Wonderful World" as we are shown clips and images of international rulers who were 

overthrown by the American government in the second half of the 20th century.  The montage 

also included incidents of international violence such as Clinton's bombing of a "weapons 

factory" in Sudan, which turned out to be just a pharmaceutical factory; resulting in the death of 

an employee and the injury of ten others.  It is one of the most impactful scenes of the 

documentary, intended to show that America has incited a lot of war, fear, and violence in the 

world.  In my opinion, the most harrowing scene of the film was the security camera footage of 

the Columbine Massacre from the cameras in the school library.  It is paired with the recorded 

emergency calls from panicked teachers and parents, bringing reality to a situation that is 

horrifying enough to seem surreal. 

Moore uses the Columbine High School Massacre as his main example of a gun-related 

incident to remind viewers that this violence does not just take place in inner-cities and does not 

only involve minorities, as many people believe; as Columbine is a small town in Colorado, and 

both the perpetrators of the attack were white.  He explores what some people believe to be the 

contributing factors to these incidents, such as violent movies, video games, and listening to the 

music of Marilyn Manson; but he believes these are not the reasons behind violence in America. 

Moore chalks it up to the ever-present fear and paranoia that have become embedded in 

American culture, by the constant stream of bad news that is being shown to Americans every 

day. 



In conclusion, Bowling for Columbine is a must-see documentary, as it tackles a topic 

that has been long debated in the United States, and manages to do so in a way that entertains the 

audience without diminishing the importance of the subject.  Michael Moore's clear intent was to 

educate Americans on the realities of gun violence in America, while clearly stating that it is 

okay to own and love guns, as long as they are used appropriately; and I believe that this film 

was extremely successful in doing so. 

  

 

 

 

 


