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Going Postal Part 1

Introduction: Understanding the Phenomenon of Going
Postal

In the lexicon of modern slang, few phrases carry as much visceral weight as "going postal."
The  term  immediately  conjures  images  of  unchecked  workplace  rage,  sudden  violent
outbursts, and a complete psychological break from reality. However, the true story behind
"Going  Postal  Part  1"  is  far  more  nuanced,  rooted  in  a  specific  historical  tragedy,  and
surrounded  by  decades  of  cultural  misunderstanding.  This  article  serves  as  the  first
installment  in  a  comprehensive  exploration  of  the  phrase,  its  origins,  its  psychological
underpinnings,  and its  enduring relevance in  contemporary discussions about  workplace
safety and mental health.

The phrase "going postal" has become a shorthand for any extreme, uncontrollable anger,
particularly in a professional setting. But to understand its full weight, we must strip away the



casual usage and examine the events that gave birth to the term. This is not merely a story
about violence; it is a story about systemic failures, human fragility, and the dangerous
intersection of high-stress labor and inadequate support systems. As we delve into "Going
Postal Part 1," we will  uncover the layers of history and psychology that transformed a
specific event into a lasting cultural warning.

The Origin of the Phrase: More Than Just Slang

To  truly  grasp  the  significance  of  "Going  Postal  Part  1,"  one  must  first  understand  its
etymological roots. The phrase did not emerge from a single incident, but rather a series of
events that collectively seared themselves into the American consciousness. The term itself
was  popularized  in  the  early  1990s,  following  a  spate  of  highly  publicized  workplace
shootings  involving employees  of  the  United States  Postal  Service  (USPS).  The media's
relentless coverage of these tragedies cemented the association between postal workers and
sudden, extreme violence.

The 1986 Edmond Post Office Shooting

The most infamous event that anchors "Going Postal Part 1" occurred on August 20, 1986, in
Edmond, Oklahoma. A part-time postal worker named Patrick Henry Sherrill, described by
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colleagues  as  a  quiet  and somewhat  withdrawn individual,  entered the Edmond Post  Office
armed with two .45-caliber pistols. Over the course of approximately 15 minutes, Sherrill
killed 14 fellow employees and wounded six others before turning the gun on himself. It was,
at the time, the deadliest mass shooting by a single perpetrator in American history.

The Edmond massacre was a watershed moment. It shattered the illusion that the postal
service, a venerable American institution, was immune to the kind of workplace violence that
occasionally plagued other industries. Investigators later learned that Sherrill had been on
the  verge  of  being  fired  for  poor  performance,  and  he  had  a  history  of  being  bullied  by
supervisors and coworkers. The tragedy raised uncomfortable questions about workplace
culture, employee mental health, and the warning signs that often go unheeded.

A Cluster of Violence in the Early 1990s

Following the Edmond shooting, a series of similar incidents occurred at postal facilities
across the United States. In 1991, a former postal worker in Royal Oak, Michigan, killed four
people  and  wounded  several  others.  In  1993,  a  disgruntled  employee  in  Dana  Point,
California,  killed two supervisors.  These events,  occurring in rapid succession, created a
perception that postal workers were uniquely prone to violent outbursts. The media seized
upon this narrative, and the phrase "going postal" was born.



It  is  crucial  to  note  that  the  term  is  an  oversimplification  and,  many  argue,  a  harmful
stereotype. The vast majority of postal employees are dedicated, hardworking individuals
who perform their duties without incident. However, the statistical anomaly of multiple high-
profile  shootings  within  a  single  federal  agency  created  a  powerful  cultural  meme  that
persists  to  this  day.  "Going  Postal  Part  1"  is  an  attempt  to  correct  the  record  while
acknowledging the very real tragedies that gave the phrase its dark meaning.

Psychological Underpinnings: The Roots of Workplace
Rage

Understanding "Going Postal Part 1" requires a deep dive into the psychological factors that
can  drive  an  otherwise  ordinary  person  to  commit  extraordinary  acts  of  violence.
Psychologists and workplace safety experts have long studied the phenomenon of employee
rage, identifying a constellation of risk factors that, when combined, can create a perfect
storm for tragedy.

Chronic Stress and Lack of Autonomy

One of the most consistent findings in research on workplace violence is the role of chronic,



Going Postal Part 1

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Hammond & Isabel • Wisdom is the reward for listening. •
Page 5

unrelenting stress. In the case of many postal facilities in the 1980s and 1990s, workers
faced  increasingly  demanding  productivity  quotas,  rigid  hierarchical  structures,  and  a
perceived lack of control over their work environment. This combination of high demands and
low autonomy is a classic recipe for burnout and, in extreme cases, explosive anger.

Employees who feel trapped in a system where they are constantly monitored, criticized, and
undervalued are more likely to experience feelings of hopelessness and resentment. When
these feelings are compounded by personal  stressors such as financial  trouble,  relationship
problems,  or  untreated mental  health  conditions,  the  risk  of  violent  behavior  increases
substantially. "Going Postal Part 1" is, at its core, a cautionary tale about the dangers of
ignoring the psychological well-being of the workforce.

The Role of Perceived Injustice

Another critical psychological factor is the perception of injustice. In many of the cases that
contributed to the "going postal" narrative, the perpetrators believed they had been treated
unfairly by their supervisors or the organization as a whole. Whether it  was a wrongful
termination, a denied promotion, or a pattern of harassment, the feeling of being wronged
served as a powerful motivator for revenge.

Research in  social  psychology has shown that  humans have a strong innate desire  for



fairness and reciprocity. When individuals believe they have been subjected to an injustice
that the system refuses to address, they may resort to extreme measures to restore a sense
of balance. In the context of "Going Postal Part 1," this often meant targeting the individuals
they held responsible for their suffering, namely supervisors and coworkers.

Mental Health and the Stigma of Seeking Help

A third critical  element is  the role  of  untreated mental  illness.  Many of  the individuals
involved  in  workplace  shootings  exhibited  signs  of  depression,  anxiety,  paranoia,  or
personality disorders long before their violent acts. However, the stigma associated with
seeking mental health treatment, particularly in a masculine workplace culture like a postal
distribution center, often prevented them from getting the help they needed.

In the era before widespread mental health awareness, employees who displayed signs of
emotional distress were often simply fired or marginalized, rather than offered support. This
lack of intervention created a dangerous feedback loop: the more isolated and distressed the
employee became,  the more likely  they were to  fixate on violent  fantasies  as  a  solution to
their problems. "Going Postal Part 1" serves as a historical reminder of the importance of
destigmatizing mental health care and creating workplace environments where employees
feel safe seeking help.
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The Evolution of the Term: From Tragedy to
Commonplace Slang

One of the most remarkable aspects of "Going Postal Part 1" is how quickly the phrase
transitioned  from  a  specific  reference  to  a  generic  label.  By  the  mid-1990s,  "going  postal"
had entered the mainstream lexicon as a way to describe any situation in which someone
became  uncontrollably  angry,  regardless  of  the  context.  This  linguistic  evolution  is  a
fascinating case study in how tragedy can be absorbed and repurposed by popular culture.

Media Amplification and Cultural Saturation

The media played a central role in the popularization of the term. After the Edmond shooting
and the subsequent incidents, news outlets frequently used "going postal" in headlines and
reports, often without explaining the history behind the phrase. This repetition normalised
the term and stripped it of its original gravity, turning a devastating tragedy into a catchy, if
macabre, expression.

Television shows, movies, and video games further cemented the term in popular culture.
Episodes of popular series like "The Simpsons" and "Law & Order" featured characters using



the phrase, often in a humorous or exaggerated context. This cultural saturation had the
unintended effect  of  trivializing  workplace  violence,  making  it  seem like  a  punchline  rather
than a serious societal issue.

The Backlash and Re-evaluation

In recent years, there has been a growing movement to retire the term "going postal." Critics
argue that the phrase unfairly stigmatizes postal workers, trivializes the suffering of victims,
and perpetuates harmful stereotypes about mental illness. The United States Postal Service
itself has actively worked to distance itself from the phrase, launching campaigns to highlight
the dedication and professionalism of its workforce.

However, the phrase remains in widespread use, a testament to its enduring grip on the
cultural imagination. "Going Postal Part 1" encourages readers to reflect on the weight of the
words they use and to consider the real human cost behind the slang. The term may be
convenient shorthand, but it carries a legacy of pain that should not be forgotten.

Workplace Stress and Modern Triggers: Then and Now

While  the  specific  incidents  that  inspired  "Going  Postal  Part  1"  occurred  decades  ago,  the
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underlying conditions that contribute to workplace violence remain disturbingly relevant.
Understanding these modern parallels is essential for preventing future tragedies.

The High Cost of Economic Pressure

Today's workers face many of the same stressors as their counterparts in the 1980s and
1990s, often amplified by the pressures of the gig economy, automation, and job insecurity.
The  relentless  drive  for  efficiency  and  productivity,  combined  with  the  erosion  of  job
protections, creates an environment where employees feel increasingly expendable. This
sense of precarity can be a powerful trigger for the kind of despair and anger that fuels
violent outbursts.

The Digital Dimension of Workplace Conflict

The modern workplace has also introduced new avenues for  conflict  and stress.  The rise of
remote work, while offering flexibility, has also blurred the boundaries between professional
and personal life, leading to burnout. Additionally, social media and online communication
can  amplify  misunderstandings  and  grievances,  creating  a  digital  echo  chamber  where
resentment festers. While the technology has changed, the human emotions at the core of
"Going Postal Part 1" remain the same.



Zero-Tolerance Policies and Their Limitations

In the wake of the postal shootings, many organizations implemented zero-tolerance policies
regarding  workplace  violence.  While  these  policies  are  well-intentioned,  they  are  not  a
panacea.  A  rigid  zero-tolerance  approach  can  sometimes  discourage  employees  from
reporting concerning behavior for fear of overreaction, or it can lead to the termination of
individuals who might have been helped with proper intervention. A more effective approach
involves early  identification of  at-risk  employees,  provision of  mental  health  resources,  and
creation of a supportive workplace culture.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Going Postal Part 1

"Going Postal Part 1" is more than a historical account of a tragic phrase; it is a reflection on
the fragility of  the human psyche and the responsibilities of  employers,  coworkers,  and
society at  large.  The events that gave rise to this  term were not anomalies born from
nothing. They were the product of systemic failures, untreated mental illness, and workplaces
that prioritized productivity over people.

As  we  conclude  this  first  part  of  our  exploration,  we  are  left  with  a  sobering  reminder:
language matters. The casual use of the term "going postal" obscures the very real suffering
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of victims and their families, and it risks normalizing a kind of violence that should never be
treated lightly. At the same time, the phrase stands as a permanent cultural marker of a time
when the American workplace was forced to confront its own dark underbelly.

The best way to honor the memory of those lost in the tragedies that inspired "Going Postal
Part 1" is not to erase the phrase from history, but to understand it fully. By recognizing the
signs of  distress,  supporting mental  health initiatives,  and fostering workplaces built  on
respect and empathy, we can ensure that the phrase "going postal" remains a relic of the
past, rather than a prophecy for the future. In Part 2, we will explore the legal and policy
changes  that  emerged  in  the  aftermath  of  these  events,  as  well  as  the  ongoing  efforts  to
create safer, healthier work environments for all.


