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ABSTRACT

School shootings are a global phenomenon, and the perpetrators use symbolic
violence to send a message beyond the site of the violence. School shooters are
impacted by cultural scripts that describe the reasons and methods for school
shootings. These scripts and narratives related to school shootings are circulated
online. Many school shooters have been active online, using the internet as part of
their actions, for example, by publishing pictures and writings before their massacre.
The media and, nowadays, social media have amplified and circulated school
shooting narratives and thus given the perpetrators the fame and status. The online
world is also a place where school-shooting-related communities are formed. People
deeply interested in school shootings share, create, and circulate material on these
massacres and their perpetrators. However, deep interest in school shootings is an
under researched phenomenon, and its impact on and relation to school shootings
are not well understood. The aim of this dissertation is to broaden the understanding
of online communities built around school shootings and the effects these
communities have on school shootings.

Data for this study were collected through online interviews of 22 people deeply
interested in school shootings. Seven of these interviewees were interviewed a
second time. In addition, a yearlong online ethnography was conducted to support
the interviews and to broaden understanding of the phenomenon. The interviews
were semistructured, and the interviewees came from different parts of the world.
According to our findings, people deeply interested in school shootings form global
online communities that are present on different social media platforms. In these
communities, material related to school shootings is created, recreated, and
circulated. People deeply interested in school shootings also circulate narratives that
explain why school shootings happen. Even though the interviewees came from
different parts of the world, their narratives were strikingly similar, as the
interviewees talked extensively about school shooters’ bullying experiences and other
social problems shooters had faced as well as bullying experiences the interviewees
had encountered in their own lives. One or both of these narratives appeared in 21
of the 22 interviews. However, at the same time, deep interest in school shootings
has many forms. People deeply interested in school shootings differ in their focus



and level of interest, and they can be divided to four subgroups: researchers, fangirls,
Columbiners, and copycats. Membership in these subgroups may overlap, and
individuals can move from one group to another. We also found that people deeply
interested in school shootings can be divided into three groups based on how radical
their opinions related to school shootings are: people with neutral opinions, people
who sympathize with some school shooters, and people who are interested in
conducting a massacre of their own. Most of the interviewees could be categorized
in the sympathizer group, and none could be categorized in the group with those
who are interested in conducting their own massacre. Some interviewees however
expressed worry about potential school shooters in their communities. The opinions
related division was based on a theory developed in terrorism studies and showed in
practice how school shooting research and terrorism research could benefit from
one another, even though these two attack types now are researched mainly in
different fields.

Altogether, according to our findings in this dissertation, a deep interest in school
shootings does not equal a desire to conduct a school shooting. However, online
school-shooting communities circulate school-shooting-related narratives and give
the perpetrators fame and recognition. At the same time, school-shooting
communities are underused in the prevention of school shootings, as many of their
members do not condone the violence of school shootings, and some are wortied
about potential school shooters among them. Focusing more on online communities
formed around school shootings can provide new insights leading to the

understanding and prevention of school shootings.
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TIVISTELMA

Koulusurmat ovat globaali ilmid, ja koulusurmaajat kiyttivit symbolista vikivaltaa
lihettidkseen viestin tapahtumapaikkaa laajemmalle yleisolle. Koulusurmaajiin
vaikuttaa kulttuurinen kasikirjoitus, joka kuvaa koulusurmien syiti ja tekotapoja. Seka
kulttuurista kisikirjoitusta ettd koulusurmiin liitettyjd narratiiveja jactaan internetissa.
Useat koulusurmaajat ovat olleet aktiivisia internetissi ja kdyttineet sitd osana
tekoaan esimerkiksi julkaisemalla kuvia ja kirjoituksiaan ennen joukkosurman
toteuttamista. Perinteinen media, ja tind pdivind myoOs sosiaalinen media, ovat
voimistaneet ja vahvistaneet koulusurmiin liitettyjda narratiiveja ja antaneet
koulusurmaajille mainetta ja statusta. Internetissda on my6s koulusurmien ympirille
muodostuneita yhteis6jd. Koulusurmista voimakkaasti kiinnostuneet henkil6t
jakavat, luovat ja levittivit koulusurmiin ja niiden tekijoihin liittyvdd materiaalia.
IImiénd voimakasta kiinnostusta koulusurmiin ei ole juurikaan tutkittu, minka
seurauksena sen vaikutusta ja yhteyttd koulusurmiin ei tunneta kunnolla. Tamin
viitoskirjan tavoitteena on lisitd ymmirrystd internetin koulusurmayhteisoisti ja
niiden vaikutuksista koulusurmille.

Tutkimukseen liittyvd aineisto on keritty haastattelemalla internetissd
kahtakymmentikahta koulusurmista voimakkaasti kiinnostunutta henkil6a.
Seitsemin ndistd henkil6istd haastateltiin my6s toisen kerran. Haastattelujen lisaksi
toteutettiin vuoden kestdnyt etnografia internetissi tukemaan haastatteluita ja
lisidmadn ilmioéon liittyvdd ymmirrystd. Haastattelut olivat puolistrukturoituja ja
haastateltavat olivat liht6isin eri puolilta maailmaa. Aineiston perusteella
koulusurmista voimakkaasti kiinnostuneet henkil6t muodostavat globaaleja
internetyhteis6jd sosiaalisen media eri alustoilla. Naissd yhteis6issd luodaan,
muokataan ja levitetidn koulusurmiin liittyvdd materiaalia. Tamidn lisdksi
koulusurmista voimakkaasti kiinnostuneet henkil6t levittdvit narratiiveja, joissa
selitetddn koulusurmien syitd. Vaikka haastateltavat olivat liht6isin eri puolilta
maailmaa, narratiivit joita he kertoivat, olivat silmiinpistivin samankaltaisia.
Haastateltavat kertoivat laajasti koulusurmaajien kiusaamiskokemuksista ja muista
sosiaalista ongelmista joita nimi ovat kohdanneet, minka lisiksi he kertoivat myds
omista kiusaamiskokemuksistaan. Jompikumpi tai molemmat ndistd narratiiveista oli

16ydettivissd kahdessakymmenessiyhdessd haastattelussa. Kuitenkin samaan aikaan
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voimakas kiinnostus koulusurmia kohtaan sisdltid my6s useita muotoja.
Koulusurmista voimakkaasti kiinnostuneilla on toisistaan eroavia kiinnostuksen
tasoja ja kohteita, ja heidit on mahdollista jakaa tdmidn perusteella neljddin
alaryhmain: tutkijoihin, fanityttihin, columbinerseihin seké heihin, jotka haluavat
jaljitelld aiempia tekijoitd ja toteuttaa oman koulusurman. Henkilé voi kuitenkin
siirtyd ndiden alaryhmien vililld ja alaryhmien viliset rajat menna piallekkiin. Tamin
lisiksi koulusurmista voimakkaasti kiinnostuneet voidaan jakaa kolmeen ryhmiin
riippuen siitd, kuinka radikaaleja heiddn mielipiteensd koulusurmiin liittyen ovat.
Ensimmiinen ryhmid muodostuu koulusurmiin neutraalisti suhtautuvista, toinen
henkil6istd jotka sympatisoivat joitakin koulusurmaajia, ja kolmas heista jotka ovat
kiinnostuneet toteuttamaan oman koulusurman. Suurin osa haastateltavista oli
luokiteltavissa sympatisoijien ryhmidn, eikd yhtidkddn heistd koulusurman
toteuttamisesta kiinnostuneiden ryhmiéin. Osa haastateltavissa toi kuitenkin esille
huoltaan yhteisoissddn olevista potentiaalisista koulusurmaajista. Tutkimuksessa
kdytetty —mielipiteisiin  perustuva jaottelu pohjautui terrorismitutkimuksessa
kehitettyyn teoriaan, ja osoittaa kaytinnossd kuinka koulusurmatutkimus ja
terrorismitutkimus voivat hyotya toisistaan.

Taman viitoskirjan aineiston perusteella voimakas kiinnostus koulusurmia
kohtaan ei tarkoita samaa kuin halu toteuttaa koulusurma. Koulusurmayhteisét
kuitenkin levittivat koulusurmiin liittyvid narratiiveja ja antavat koulusurmaajille
mainetta ja huomiota. Toisaalta samaan aikaan koulusurmayhteis6jd ei ole osattu
hy6dyntii koulusurmien ehkiisyssd, vaikka aineiston perusteella usea yhteison jisen
ei hyviksy koulusurmien vikivaltaa ja osa toi esille huoltaan potentiaalisista
koulusurmaajista yhteisoissdan. Koulusurmayhteisoihin keskittyva tutkimus voikin

tarjota uusia nikokulmia koulusurmien ymmirtimiseen ja niiden ehkiisemiseen.
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17 INTRODUCTION

Today, mass shootings and terrorist attacks targeted at civilians and bystanders occur
so often that people have almost become accustomed to seeing them in the news.
These massacres shock people, naturally, but at the same time, the public quickly
forgets them. The attacks gain massive media presence, at least when the massacre
takes place in the Western world. However, the media shifts fast to new topics, and
people move on. Victims and people directly affected by these massacres do not
have the same luxury of forgetting, and their lives are forever changed.

There are also others whose daily lives are focused on these gruesome events.
They are individuals who have a deep interest in these violent acts and the
perpetrators who commit them. It is an interest in the macabre forms of life: in death
and those who cause it. These people may not share the attackers’ reasoning or ideas
but have other reasons for their interest. Some, however, do share the perpetrators’
ideology, some see them as martyrs, and a few become radicalized to the point they
conduct their own acts.

Valentine’s Day 2015 was the day planned for a mass shooting to take place at a
shopping center in Canada. Two of the conspirators met on Facebook and found
they had a shared desire to stage a mass shooting similar to the Columbine massacre
(Rhodes, 2019). The Columbine school shooting occurred in 1999 in the United
States and was perpetrated by two teenagers. The planned Canadian shooting
included a third person, whom Rhodes (2019) has been described as being a
“cheerleader” of the planned attack. One of the first two conspirators was sentenced
to life in prison, and the other one killed himself as police closed in on his home a
day before the planned attack. The third person was sentenced to 10 years in prison.
(Rhodes, 2019).

The first two conspirators in the Canadian shooting plot defined themselves as
“Columbiners” (Rhodes, 2019), a definition that indicates a deep interest in school
shootings, especially the Columbine case, and usually a participation in a school-
shooting-related online subculture. The Columbine inspiration for the planned
attack is clear: The person serving a life sentence has said their intention was to
commit suicide after the massacre, as the Columbine attackers did (see Rhodes,
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2019). According to an interview she has given, she started researching the
Columbine massacre for a novel she was writing and became obsessed with the
theme, spending nights surfing webpages of like-minded people and posting on her
own blog (Beswick, 2019).

In addition to being school-shooting inspired, the planned attack seemed to have
political motivations. According to a news article, the perpetrator serving a life
sentence seems to be ideologically right-wing, as she shares Nazi ideas of racial
hierarchy, even though she is half-Asian (see Rhodes, 2019). Furthermore, according
to her own account, they decided to attack a shopping mall because it was a place
where people went to consume, and the attack was planned to be “a protest against
Capitalism, against consumerism, against greed” (Rhodes, 2019). The reasons she
has given for the planned attack bring to light her philosophy and ideology on mass

murders:

A public massacre is very much an attack on the public itself. . . . Everything
else is secondary. It’s about a sort of attack on the common people, not an
open attack on one’s enemies ... It’s on people who just sort of blindly
support them, people who are complacent. People who some people like to
call “sheeple”. You're just purifying the world from those who just do not
have very much to contribute to it. (Beswick, 2019)

The foiled Valentine Day’s mass shooting presents questions that are difficult to
answer. What makes an individual become obsessed with massacres such as school
shootings in general and specifically a terrible event that took place years ago, such
as the Columbine massacre? What role did the online community of like-minded
people interested in school shootings play in this? How should one categorize a
foiled plot: as a school shooting, terrorism, or a mass attack? Should the motivations
for the planned attack be described as personal or ideological—and if the latter, is it
right-wing-ideology, anti-Capitalism, or just antthuman?

The aim of my dissertation was to try to find answers to these types of questions
by focusing on school-shooting-related online communities and the people who
form these communities. For most people, the interest in massacres and their
perpetrators seems deviant and wrong, and it can easily be judged. However, when
individuals radicalize toward violent extremism, they usually develop polarized views
on society and have a strong sense of “us” and “them” (McCauley & Moskalenko,
2011). The planner of the foiled shopping mall attack used the term “sheeple” and
believed that the planned victims did not have very much to contribute (Beswick,

14



2019), thus framing the planned attack as a form of purification. This is undoubtedly
deviant and wrong and should never be glamorized or romanticized. However,
research has suggested that unlike this planned attacker, most people who have
radical ideas do not act on them (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2017). Thus, when
discussing potentially radicalized individuals or those on the path toward

> <c

radicalization, one should aim to deconstruct this type of “us”—“them” division
instead of strengthening it by using it ourselves through labeling these people as
deviant or evil. This requires understanding of the logic and reasoning of these
individuals’ worldview, even when it is difficult and against one’s own morals.
However, violent behavior should never be justified.

This is where the interest for my research began. Due to previous academic
research (e.g., Oksanen et al, 2014; Paton, 2012), I knew there were online
communities formed around school shootings. As the research on this area was
small, I found there was a lack of in-depth understanding of the phenomenon. In
addition to the topic of school shootings itself, I found the distinctions made in the
academic studies interesting. Even though school shootings, terrorism, and mass
shootings often share a resemblance, they usually are studied in different fields, and
researchers focus on different aspects. School shooting research’s focal point is often
at the societal level, especially that of schools, whereas terrorism research tends to
focus on the individual level of the perpetrators. Throughout this dissertation, I try
to combine terrorism research and school shooting research and to bring new
insights to school shooting research.

I use the terms “deep interest in school shootings” to describe school-shooting-
related interest and “people deeply interested in school shootings” to describe people
interested in this subject. Previous researchers have used the term “fan” to describe
these people (e.g., Oksanen et al., 2014; Paton, 2012). However, during my data
collection and analysis, I found that people interested in this theme have different
levels and focuses and are heterogeneous in their interest in school shootings. As
school shooters often aim to become famous through their attacks (e.g., Larkin,
2009; Webber, 2017), I decided to not use their names in my dissertation and thus
not give them the fame they were after.

First, I examine previous literature on the subject. I begin by discussing school
shootings and the ways in which serious targeted violence has been categorized as
well as how people radicalize toward it. I explore research on online radicalization
and focus on what is known about it in the school shooting context. I end the
literature review by discussing narratives of mass violence and the effect stories told

online and offline have on school shootings. After the literature review, I explain the

15



aims of my research and my research methods. I describe the results of my research,
and in the discussion section, I discuss my findings and give suggestions for the
future research.

1.1 DIFFERENT FORMS OF MASS VIOLENCE

Deadly violence is horrific in all of its forms. When the violence is directed at
bystanders without any premonition, it causes panic and fear on a large scale. The
fear is circulated further as media reports on these attacks spread quickly and social
media distributes all of the possible information. Today, this often includes videos
of the crime scene filmed by bystanders, victims, or even the perpetrators.

These violent events have been defined in public and academic discussion as
terrorist attacks, lone actor terrorism, school shootings, mass shootings, and so on.
The difficulty with research on mass murder incidents is that the definition of what
constitutes a mass murder shifts (Gill et al., 20106). Terrorism has been defined as
violence that is committed usually against civilians to achieve political goals and
behavioral change by creating fear among large numbers of people (Doosje et al.,
2016). The aim of terrorism is to intimidate a certain audience, and sometimes many
audiences, and the victims are chosen because of their symbolic meaning (Klausen,
2015).

Terrorist offenses can be conducted by groups of people, often referred to as
“cells,” or by lone actors. The term “lone actor” is used to refer to individuals who
use terrorist tactics to achieve their ideological goals, but the term is contested and
there is, for example, no common definition of what type of behavior lone actors
demonstrate (Liem et al., 2017). The lone actor category also has been criticized
lately; for example, Schuurman et al. (2019) found that for many solo attackers, social
ties have influenced their actions greatly and that lone actors who are truly lone are
uncommon. Additionally, Weimann (2012) has made the following argument on
lone actor’s online social ties: “They may operate alone, but they are recruited,
radicalized, taught, trained and directed by others” (pp. 78-79). Acts of terrorism
committed by lone actors is seen as a major national security threat in Europe and
North America (Meloy & Gill, 2010).

There are also categorizations of different subgroups. For example, Sporer et al.
(2019) divided people who were inspired by ISIS to different subgroups; to foreign
fighters travelling to Iraq and Syria, to individuals who are radicalized from their

homes and conduct lone actor attacks and to “soft sympathizers,” people who
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spread ISIS’s message using social media. In recent years, Al-Qaida and ISIS have
become the most notorious terrorist organizations, and ISIS’s impact has been seen
not only in terrorist attacks, but also in the phenomenon of foreign fighters traveling
to Syria and Iraq to construct a caliphate.!

Different categories of violence often have blurred lines and tend to overlap.
Nonetheless, scholars have categorized and made clear-cut distinctions between
attack types, even though these categorizations are often oversimplified (Sandberg
et al., 2014). Recent research has begun to question this type of categorization. For
example, by analyzing incidents in Germany in the past 10 years, Béckler et al. (2018)
found that the boundaries between terrorist attacks and targeted attacks on schools
have started to become indistinct. Furthermore, Sandberg et al. (2014) reported that
the attack on Utoya island in Norway closely resembled school shootings, even
though the perpetrator did not mention school shootings at all in his manifesto.
Moreover, in their research, Newman et al. (2004) found that school shootings and
workplace shootings have some profound similarities: ““They represent the tips of
similar icebergs, where those who feel ostracized, marginalized, and threatened with
emasculation react with murderous violence” (p. 58).

Sandberg et al. (2014) argued that nowadays, the cultural script of school
shootings is one of the many cultural resources that influence mass murders, moving
the script’s impact away from the realm of schools. The foiled Valentine Day’s plot
in the Canadian shopping center, which was inspired by the Columbine shooting,
supports this argument. The form and means of the violence within a defined
category also are not stable. According to Sunde et al. (2020), in recent jihadi attacks,
the background and modus operandi have resembled more closely violence that is
not political, such as violence in mass killings and gang violence. In addition, even
though school shootings traditionally have been seen as nonpolitical, school
shootings inevitably are not that different from violence that is political—at least
from the perpetrator’s point of view (Malkki, 2014).

The academic research also has been divided based on these categories, especially
in that school shooting research seldom discusses terrorism and school shootings
together. There are also only a few empirical studies comparing school attacks and
lone actor terrorism (Bockler et al., 2018). In terrorism research, school shootings
sometimes have been seen as part of the lone actor category and sometimes the

targeted violence category. However, school shootings have received very little

TISIS, an acronym for “Islamic State of Iraq and Syria,” also is called IS and ISIL, and different
researchers use different acronyms. For the clarity of the text, the organization will be called ISIS
throughout this dissertation.
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attention in terrorism research (Malkki, 2014). Thus, research on these two areas—
terrorism and school shootings—has been separate for the most part. School
shooting research has focused mainly on social factors, such as the community where
the attack took place (see, e.g., Heitmeyer et al., 2013; Oksanen et al., 2013) and the
perpetrators’ psychological profiles (see, e.g., Ferguson et al., 2011). Malkki (2014)
has pondered, for example,

Can it be that the political elements in the shootings have been downplayed
and ignored in the aftermath of the shootings? Maybe the strong focus on
the mental health and peer relation issues has overshadowed other aspects
of this phenomenon? (p. 186)

Terrorism research has focused more on the perpetrators’ radicalization process,
which in the school shooting context is not really discussed at all. In the terrorism
context, there are different risk assessment methods for practitioners to evaluate the
risk for violent extremism (Sarma, 2017). In school shooting research, risk
assessments seldom are discussed, and the methods developed are threat
assessments and procedures to help school staff when a student makes a threat (for
more on the use of these methods, see, e.g., Cornell et al., 2012; Goodrum et al.,
2018).

The main reason school shooting research has bypassed the findings of terrorism
research might be the connection usually made between terrorism, politics, and
religion. However, religion can have a smaller effect than thought (Aly & Striegher,
2012), and politics and religion are sometimes present in school shootings. For
example, the Virginia Tech shooter compared himself to Jesus in his manifesto,
saying, “Thanks to you, I die, like Jesus Christ to inspire generations of the Weak
and Defenceless people” (as cited in Langman, 2014a, p. 1). According to Béckler et
al. (2018), who have studied school shootings and lone actor terrorist attacks in

Germany,

Using theoretical coding and constant case comparison, the contribution shows
that the two phenomena have overlaps in which developmental processes and
social mechanisms are similar. Both school attackers and Jihadi attackers frame
their act of violence using cultural scripts and perform the attack on a public stage
where victims are attacked not on the basis of personal conflicts but because of
their symbolic meaning. Taking into account the similarities in the perpetrators’
developmental pathways, the authors propose that it might be more fruitful from
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an operational perspective to discuss severe target school violence and terrorist
attacks under a common concept of demonstrative violence than to artificially

assign them to exclusive classes of violence. (p. 5)

The definition is not always clear-cut in jurisprudence either. The attack at a
church in Chatleston, South Carolina, in the United States was motivated by White
supremacist ideology, but the attack was not labeled terrorism by the government
(Norris, 2017). However, even crimes labeled terrorism are treated differently by the
media. According to Kearns et al. (2019), the perpetrators’ religion—Islam, in
particular—is the largest predictor of how much news coverage an attack receives.
Similarly, school shooting research has found that race is an issue in media portrayals
of school shootings. Park et al. (2012) found that in media reports on the Virginia
Tech school shooting, one third of newspaper articles had information on the
perpetrator’s race. Not all mass murders receive the same attention, though, as policy
discussions, political discourse, and subsequent actions are more common after
school shootings and lone-wolf terrorist shootings than other types of public mass
shootings (Silva & Capellan, 2018).

There are also themes that have been studied in depth in school shooting research
but not in terrorism research. One of these themes is violent masculinity and its
effects on school shootings (see, e.g., Kimmel & Mahler, 2003; Klein, 2006, 2012).
According to Kimmel and Mahler (2003), most school shooters have been bullied,
have had their masculinity questioned, and have been teased as being gay. This type
of behavior in schools is due to larger social demands and gender pressures in society
(Klein, 2012). Considering that most terrorist offenders are male, it is surprising that
this theme has received so little attention in terrorism research. In terrorism research,
gender-related discussions seem to be focused mostly on the female gender and
women’s roles in jihad (see, e.g., Nuraniyah, 2018; Pearson, 2015). Even though most
of the terrorists in Europe are men (Globsec, 2019), the gendered approach to
radicalization focuses primarily on women (Pauwels, 2019). However, this view
might be changing, as, for example, Pearson (2018) argued, “Analysis of masculinity
is important to understanding male and female extremism. Current narratives on
masculinity, including ‘toxic masculinity’ and a ‘crisis of masculinity’, are key in
discussions of extremism” (p. 3).

Another theme that has caused different amounts of discussion in terrorism and
school shooting research is violent extremism. The term is used frequently in the
context of terrorism research but seldom in school shooting research. Violent

extremism often is defined as committing or supporting violence to achieve goals
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that are political, religious, ideological, or social (United States Government
Accountability Office, 2017). Under “violent extremism,” the United States
Government Accountability Office (2017) listed acts of anti-government extremists,
radical Islamist extremists, White supremacists, and other ideologically inspired
domestic violent extremists. The report did not list school shootings under violent
extremism but referred to a plan that listed school shootings as similar phenomena
to single actor terrorism.

It should be noted that research on violent acts that seldom happen is difficult.
There are methodological issues to be considered, as there are few cases, and they
have many potential causes (Sandberg et al., 2014). Monahan (2017) also wrote that
in the United States, researchers’ requests to interview terrorist prisoners have been
refused by officials, and thus academic research is based mainly on secondary
information. If there is a chance of interviewing a terrorist, the individual might not
be able to explain his reasons profoundly (Aly & Striegher, 2012). In addition to this,
smart terrorist groups follow academic research and are thus able to take

counterintelligence measures (Dean & Pettet, 2017).

1.2 RADICALIZATION TOWARD EXTREMIST VIOLENCE

The term “violent radicalization” is used to describe the process that leads to violent
extremism. Violent radicalization has been researched in terrorism studies in depth
in the last 2 decades. Doosje et al. (2016) defined radicalization as “a process through
which people become increasingly motivated to use violent means against members
of an out-group or symbolic targets to achieve behavioral change and political goals”
(p- 79). The research has developed from seeing radicalization as a forward-leading
stairway model (see Moghaddam, 2005) to understanding it as dynamic and
individual process (see, e.g., Hafez & Mullins, 2015).

Violent radicalization differs from nonviolent radicalization through the violence
in which the process culminates. Nonviolent radicalization is common in society and
can be the basis for societal changes seen as positive (Sarma, 2017). Furthermore,
even though many people have radical opinions and may sympathize with violent
action, only very few of them act violently according to these opinions (McCauley &
Moskalenko, 2014). However, even though one might not use violence, they might
support a terrorist organization in other ways (for more on recruitment and different
roles, see, e.g., Windisch et al., 2018).
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Today, there are different models describing violent radicalization, but many of
these explanations are similar. Most theories focus on how the individual level, social
contacts, and the societal level affect radicalization. Some studies have described
these as the microlevel, mesolevel, and macrolevel. According to Doosje et al. (2016),
the microlevel includes factors within a person that may influence the process of
radicalization, such as personal uncertainty and feelings of insignificance, and the
mesolevel includes a social environment that supports violent extremism and a
perceived understanding that an individual’s peer group is being mistreated in
society. The macrolevel encompasses large societal factors, such as perceived
wortldwide threats (Doosije et al., 2016).

Hafez and Mullins’ (2015) theory on radicalization uses similar divisions, even
though the terms are different. According to Hafez and Mullins, violent
radicalization can be seen as a puzzle comprised of a combination of networks,
ideologies, and grievances and enabling support structures and environments.
McCauley and Moskalenko’s (2011) theory on radicalization is similar. According to
their findings, there are six mechanisms of radicalization: group grievances, personal
grievances, risk and status, love, freezing, and slippery slope. Likewise, Monahan
(2017) identified that five risk factors—ideology, affiliations, grievances, moral
emotions, and identities—have promise as terrorism risk factors.

Thus, altogether, even though there are some differences in current theories on
violent radicalization, the theories have more similarities than differences. What is
commonly understood today is that the process of radicalization to violent action is
complex and dynamic, as it is impacted by many factors on different levels. Because
of the complexity and dynamicity of the radicalization process, there is no common
profile for violent extremists, as these factors are combined in a unique way in every
individual. Because researchers have found common mechanisms of radicalization,
they have been able to develop risk assessment methods to assess the risk level of
individuals in the context of violent extremism. According to the Radicalization
Awareness Network (2017), risk assessment has been divided to three different basic

models:

1. Professional judgment involving risk predictions based solely on the
professional’s experience and knowledge of the individual being assessed;

2. Actuarial tools based on checklists of risk indicators, using a formula which
results in an overall risk prediction (e.g., high, medium, or low risk);

3. Structured professional judgment (SPJ), which combines both approaches
(professional and actuarial) to guide the process systematically, identifying risks
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and evaluating the individual in context. In this SP] model, assessment is based
on both the presence and relevance of risk factors for the individual concerned.
(Radicalization Awareness Network, 2017, p. 29)

The risk assessment methods used today, such as extremism risk guidelines
(ERG+22), Structured Assessment of Violent Extremism (SAVE), Terrorist
Radicalization Assessment Protocol (TRAP), and Violent Extremist Risk
Assessment (VERA), are based on the same research on terrorism and extremism,
use similar indicators, and are based on SPJ (Dean & Pettet, 2017). These tools work
with indicator lists, such as context and intent, beliefs and attitudes, commitment
and motivation, history and capabilities, and protective circumstances
(Radicalization Awareness Network, 2017).

Assessing risk factors for terrorism and extremism is still in its early stages (Dean
& Pettet, 2017), and very few risk assessment methods today have been verified or
tested for effectiveness (Radicalization Awareness Network, 2017). Gill et al. (2016)
also noted, “The results highlight the need for law enforcement and intelligence
agencies to consistently update their threat and risk assessment protocols because
some factors that underpin risk may be dynamic in nature” (p. 171).

1.3 SCHOOL SHOOTINGS

Different studies have used various terms to describe and define incidents in which
multiple people are killed intentionally in educational institutions (Béckler et al.,
2013). Different definitions for school shootings have, for example, affected the
figures on the school shooting cases reported (Robertz, 2013). As school shootings
do not have official criteria, it is up to researchers to define the types of incidents
they include in their research; for example, some researchers use a minimum number
of victims or the use of a firearm in the attack in their definition (Bockler et al., 2013).
Newman et al. (2004) defined a school shooting, or rampage school shooting as they
called it, as an incident that occurs at a school-related public place in front of an
audience and is conducted by one or more shooters who are current or former
students of the school, and the attack involves multiple victims, including people
being shot at random or due to their symbolic meaning. Larkin (2009) used his
definition to differentiate school shootings from other violence that takes place in
school areas, such as gang-related violence, school invasions, and incidents in which
a student takes a gun to school without any intention to shoot anyone.
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To underline the problem with the classification of school shootings, Langman
(2013) argued that it is misleading to discuss rampage school shootings as if they
would all constitute a single phenomenon because the perpetrators, their reasons for
the attack, and the methods they use differ. Using the location of schools as
indicators is also not clear-cut, as, for example, in the United States, a crime legally
is considered a crime in school when it takes place while a student is traveling from
or to school or participating in a school-sponsored event (Bondi et al., 2011).

In addition to the current wide range of definitions, the rarity of school shootings
in general makes them difficult to study using survey and observational methods as
they have low prevalence (Wike & Fraser, 2009). Moreover, some differences have
been found when comparing school shootings in and outside the United States.
According to Madfis and Levin (2013), in international school shootings, the
perpetrators were older than those in American school shootings, half were former
students, none acted in homicidal partnership, and more of them explicitly targeted
school staff. There also have been many cases outside the United States in which the
perpetrator did not have access to firearms and used other attack methods, such as
explosives or knives (Bockler et al., 2013). Similarities are also present. In the United
States, school shootings often take place in small towns and suburbs that are
predominantly White and upper or middle class (Klein, 2012). This is similar to
school shootings outside the United States, as most of them have taken place in
villages or small towns (Madfis & Levin, 2013).

School shootings do not form homogenous groups, and different types of school
shootings and school shooters can be distinguished, as a number of causes and a
complex interaction of risk factors are behind the attacks (Bondi & Scheithauer,
2012). School shooters come from different backgrounds and vary in their mental
health status; for example, some are suicidal and plan to die during the attack, some
plan their escape, and some kill family members in addition to attacking the school
(Langman, 2013).

Most school shooters have been male (Langman, 2013; Madfis & Levin, 2013).
Due to the shooters’ gender imbalance, many researchers have focused on
understanding how masculinity and gender performance influence school shootings.
For example, Kellner (2012) argued that even though school shooters may have
different motivations, they share crises in masculinity, create ultramasculine identities
with guns and violence, and aim to gain fame and celebrity from the massacre. Klein
(2000) also claimed that behind school shooting in the United States are ideas of
masculinity, which expect boys to display dominance, aggression, and violence to
achieve status in a masculine hierarchy.
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According to Newman et al. (2004, pp. 229-230), there are five conditions for a
school shooting to happen that are necessary but not sufficient. First, the perpetrator
sees himself as being extremely marginal in social contexts that are important to him.
Second, the perpetrator has psychosocial problems—such as severe depression—
that magnify the feeling of marginality. Third, there is a cultural script available for
the perpetrator that provides a school shooting model. Fourth, there is failure in the
surveillance system for identifying teens who have problems. Fifth, the perpetrator
has access to guns. Thus, according to Newman et al. (2004), school shootings are
caused by a combination of factors and cannot be explained by single causes.

These findings are similar to those of other research. Madfis and Levin (2013)
also found five stages that are necessary but not sufficient for a school shooting to
happen. These stages work cumulatively, and none of the stages by itself is seen as a
cause for school shootings. These stages are chronic strain, uncontrolled strain, acute
strain, the planning stage, and finally massacre in the school. The chronic strain
consists of persistent and long-term problems in an individual’s life. Sometimes,
school shooters” homelife and school relationships are characterized by frustrating
and stressful conditions, such as long-term bullying in school. Uncontrolled strain
means the student is being rejected or ignored by peers in a small community and
has no alternative social outlets outside school. Acute strains refers to incidents that
one perceives as catastrophic, such as a rejection by a girlfriend, and that work as a
catalyst. In the planning stage, the prospective perpetrator plans the attack, for
example, deciding on weapons and preparing the logistics.

School shooters are impacted by a cultural script of school shootings, which
prescribes behavior, provides a model for how to solve problems with a school
shooting, and links masculinity with violence (Newman et al., 2004). However, the
script is not stable, as the shooters construct it, edit it, and re-edit it through their
actions (Sandberg et al., 2014). New school shootings thus change and strengthen
the script. The way school shootings are portrayed in the media and in social media
also affects the perceptions of school shootings. Information in the media on former
offenses and their perpetrators have inspired school shooters and influenced how
they executed their acts; thus, in addition to previous shooters, fictional characters
from the media also have a similar effect (Bondii & Scheithauer, 2012). The spread
of school shootings also can be seen as part of a wider movement of ideas globally.
Similar to the way they adopt American popular culture and consumer products,
such as Coca-Cola, dissatisfied individuals outside the United States have been
inspired by highly publicized American mass murders (Madfis & Levin, 2013).
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More than other forms of youth violence, rampage school shootings resemble
other rampage shootings, particularly mass murders (Moore et al., 2003). School
shootings especially resemble workplace homicides, in which a current or former
employee attacks their colleagues or superiors; just like in school shootings,
workplace attackers are targeting not only individuals but also an institution, and the
perpetrators often suffer from marginalization (Newman et al., 2004). Klein (2012),
however, argued that there are similarities between school shootings and other forms
of violence taking place in schools. Based on her research, the same patterns are
present in school shootings and everyday bullying violence due to the social demands
and destructive gender pressures created by the larger culture. Klein thus argued that
almost all school shooters had reacted violently to their school’s oppressive social
hierarchies. Somewhat similarly, Henry (2009) saw school shootings as part of a

continuum of violence in schools:

School violence is a broad phenomenon with multiple manifest forms that
together compose a continuum of violence. The explosive violence that grabs
media attention, such as rampage shootings, is at one end of this continuum but
is itself the outcome of many subprocesses of violence, which are contributing
causes that occur over time in relation to students and the school in its social,
political, and cultural setting. The culmination of these processes can produce a
crescendo outcome or remain in less violent forms. The problem with analyzing
school violence is that we often separate it into types and subtypes of school
violence in attempts to explain each, without recognizing the cumulative
interrelations and interaction between them. However, research on violence
toward children and youth has demonstrated that those who are subject to
violence themselves become violent. (pp. 1250-1251)

However, in general, the discussion related to school shootings seems to
differentiate school shootings from more common school violence, and explaining
school shootings narrow-mindedly in conjunction with school bullying has been
criticized. For example, Madfis and Levin (2013) emphasized that most rejected and
bullied young people do not commit a massacre. The same is argued by other
researchers who have found that though some school shooters have suffered
bullying, the bullying itself does not explain the shootings (e.g., Newman et al., 2004),
and a broader focus on understanding and preventing school shootings is needed
(Mears et al., 2017).
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Nevertheless, even though bullying experiences do not explain school shootings,
the theme of bullying might still be connected to school shootings, especially in the
online setting. To bullied adolescents with psychological problems that aggravate the
seriousness of their bullying experiences, school shooters may seem like rebels
(Lindberg et al., 2012). The theme of bullying comes up in the findings of Bockler
and Seeger (2013), who have studied school shooting fans through online interviews
and surveys. According to Bockler and Seeger, school shooting fans’ interest in these
massacres and their perpetrators is fed by their own negative social experiences, such
as victimization and exclusion. Additionally, according to data from a study by
Lindberg et al. (2012) on school shooting threats in Finland, there are differences
between the threateners based on whether they make their threats online or offline.
According to Lindberg et al. (2012), young people who made a school shooting
threat online had reported more bullying experiences and depression, did not have
prior delinquency, had threatened others more often with clear intention, and had
already made some preparations for the attack. The adolescents who made a threat
offline, on the other hand, more often had a history of delinquency and problems
with impulse control (Lindberg et al., 2012).

School shootings take place in public places, and victims of these attacks usually
seem to be targets of the violence simply due to bad luck, which creates a perception
that participation in social activities and events is not safe and predictable (Larkin,
2018). Even though school shootings seldom occur, images of the attacks and
meanings attached to them spread around the world (Muschert & Sumiala, 2012).
Usually, school shooters intend to take as many victims as possible and to kill more
people than previous school shooters have. The more people the perpetrators kill,
the more publicity their attacks receive (Newman et al., 2004).

When researchers and journalists describe the school shooting phenomenon, they
often start with the Columbine school shooting, which occurred in 1999 in the
United States. The Columbine massacre widely influenced subsequent school
shootings (Larkin, 2009). Even though years have passed and many deadlier
massacres have taken place, Columbine is still the most significant school shooting.
The Columbine massacre was not the first school shooting, but it changed how
school shootings are seen. For example, Webber (2017) said, “Each new shooting
that achieves mediated status adds to or improves upon the script created at
Columbine” (p. 25). The Columbine shooting’s influence on later school shootings
is evident. The two perpetrators framed their act as political, arguing it was done in
the name of oppressed students (Larkin, 2009). They videotaped themselves talking
about the upcoming massacre, and one of the two said they would “kick-start a
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revolution” of the dispossessed (Gibbs & Roche, 1999). These tapes, often referred

>

to as “the basement tapes,” were shown exclusively to media in a one-time-only
presentation (Larkin, 2009). However, other material the perpetrators produced is
openly available online, as are other materials related to the attack, such as a picture
taken of the perpetrators after their suicides. As the material related to Columbine is
so widely available online, it has been easy for other people interested in the case to
immerse themselves in it. However, this behavior is not limited to the Columbine
shooting. School shootings are extremely mediatized and have become a global

cultural phenomena (Muschert & Sumiala, 2012).

14 VIOLENT RADICALIZATION OF SCHOOL SHOOTERS

Little school shooting research has discussed the radicalization of school shooters in
a systematic way. Some research, however, has developed models that resemble
terrorism researchers’ discussions of the radicalization process. When the term
“radicalization” is used, its meaning in the context usually is not defined, though
some studies refer to it. For example, Heitmeyer et al. (2013) described the
radicalization of the Columbine school shooters as such:

As the two shooters developed fantasies of superiority (nonetheless socially
acceptable) they were at the same time forced to realize that they were not
receiving recognition. Rather, they were ignored, and so they secretly radicalized
their attitude to their lives over a lengthy period. Their hatred erupted into
violence directed primarily against students with particularly high recognition
levels (athletes), but also against students who were especially despised
(Hispanics). (p. 45)

The reason for the infrequent use of the term “radicalization” in school shooting
studies might be the age of the term. The term “radicalization” has been used widely
only since 2005 regarding “homegrown” terrorists in Western Europe (Sedgwick,
2010). Furthermore, the term “radicalization” usually is connected to religion and
politics (see, e.g., Moghaddam, 2005), even though motives that are nonpolitical also
can lead a person to commit terrorist violence (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2014), and

religion plays a smaller role in the radicalization to violent extremism than often
thought (Aly & Striegher, 2012).
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The focus school shooting research often takes is similar to how criminology
traditionally determines reasons for crimes. Criminology often focuses on the
background factors of crime, such as poor supervision by perpetrators’ parents, low
self-control and association with peers who are delinquent, and situational factors
such as the presence of targets that are attractive, the absence of guardians who are
capable, and others’ provocation (Agnew, 20006). School shooting research seldom
has discussed the perpetrators’ ideologies or attitudes, even though some researchers
have focused on the individual level of school shooters, as Madfis and Levin’s (2013)
did with their model on strains. Sometimes, school shooting research has gone to
the point where the perpetrators almost were victimized. For example, Heitmeyer et
al. (2013) wrote:

Thus the primary and essential priority is to improve recognition and the general
climate in the student body and among the teaching staff of schools and colleges.
As a fundamental prerequisite, it is necessary to strive for a new culture of recognition
and mutual watchfulness both in schools and in the general social context. Such
a culture would prevent adolescents from experiencing social disintegration,
losing control over their own lives, and taking refuge in extreme violence as an

escape from their dramatic situation in order to achieve an illusory immortality.

(p- 52)

For school shooters, the killings constitute a final moment to assert power in a
failed and disastrous existence, and the planning of the event is thus in their interest
(Madfis & Levin, 2013). However, the idea of a mass murderer acting in a sudden
explosion of rage is persistent, at least in the public’s mind (Fox & Del.ateur, 2014).
The planning of an attack is often a long process, and the common idea of mass
murderers as madmen who snap is a misconception in cases where the perpetrator
is not suffering from hallucinations or psychotic delusions (Madfis & Levin, 2013).
School shooters often leak their violent intentions beforehand (Silver et al., 2018),
which might be partly due to the lengthy planning period. Because the perpetrators
seem to shift toward an attack through different phases, radicalization also could be
discussed in the context of school shootings.

Even though there has been major public pressure to prevent future attacks using
profiling to identify school shooters in advance (Ferguson et al., 2011), few threat
assessment methods have been developed in school shooting research. The interest
in developing and redeveloping assessment methods has been much less in school
shooting research than in terrorism research. In addition, the focus in school
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shooting research seems to be more on the development of processes for schools to
handle threats made, not in developing assessment methods based on SPJ for the
risk assessment of an individual. However, the importance of being able to assess a
threat of a school shooting is understood (see, e.g., Goodrum et al., 2018). According
to Cornell (2003), threat assessment has many advantages compared to other
methods used to prevent school shootings. Cornell found that unlike zero tolerance,
threat assessment takes into account the context of the threat and the way school
responses is based on the actual danger the student poses.

There are some methods developed for assessing a school shooting threat. The
Federal Bureau of Investigation (1999) developed a four-pronged assessment model
method for assessing the risk of those students who have made a threat; the areas
assessed in this method include the personality of the student, the family dynamics,
the social dynamics, and the school’s dynamics and the student’s role in those
dynamics. The aim of this method is to assess all areas of the student’s life to
determine whether the student will carry out the threat (Federal Bureau of
Investigation, 1999).

Another threat assessment method, the Virginia Student Threat Assessment
Guidelines, provides steps to be taken when a student makes a threat (Cornell, 2003).
Furthermore, the United States Secret Service and the United States Department of
Education (2004) have collaborated to develop a guide for managing threatening
situations in schools and creating a safe school climate. The guide distinguishes
between a threat assessment inquiry and a threat assessment investigation, which are
planned to work in a continuum. The process starts with an inquiry, which is made
by a school threat assessment team, and proceeds to an investigation conducted by
law enforcement officials if the inquiry points to a valid threat of targeted school
violence. The guide does not include any indicators for the threat assessment but
provides advice on what type of information should be gathered and key questions
to focus on regarding different areas. In addition to these, checklists have been
developed to identify warning signs of youth violence (Verlinden et al., 2000).

School shooting research often points out the dangers that false positives in the
conduction of a threat assessment might have on students’ lives (Ferguson et al.,
2011; Verlinden et al., 2000). However, the problem is also that school personnel do
not dare underreact to a threat that seems serious (Cornell et al., 2012). At the same
time, research has shown that students may receive harsher discipline from the
school when there is no method to assess the threat. According to Cornell et al.
(2012), “A threat assessment approach would permit school authorities to make

reasonable judgments when it is evident that a student’s behavior does not constitute
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a serious threat of violence” (p. 101). Goodrum et al.’s (2018) research also found
that the proper implementation of a threat assessment method is the key to its being
successful. However, these threat assessment methods also have been criticized.
According to Ferguson et al. (2011), for example, the FBI’s threat assessment
method for school shooters “mixed together a certain degree of empirically valid

information, common sense, and nonsense” (p. 145).
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2 ONLINE LIFE AND MASS VIOLENCE

2.1 RADICALIZATION ONLINE

The internet and social media play significant parts in most people’s lives today. They
communicate with friends using online instant messengers and social media pages,
read news and search for information on issues they are interested in, and purchase
items online. However, the internet is also influencing mass violence in numerous
ways. Terrorist organizations, especially ISIS, have used the internet to spread
propaganda and recruit new members (Greenberg, 2016; Speckhard et al., 2018), and
for many lone actors, the internet is central to their radicalization (Weimann, 2012).
The internet and dark web, meaning the part of the web that is accessible only
through special software, contain a large amount of terroristic material (Weimann,
2016). The internet makes acquiring considerable knowledge on different groups,
discourses, and strategies related to terrorist acts possible, thus making online sites
portals through which individuals can become part of groups, form new groups, and
become self-taught terrorists (Vertigans, 2011). Social media is used to develop social
support networks, which format a collective identity and have effects beyond the
online world (Holt et al., 2015). Hawdon (2017) hypothesized that “social media may
be amplifying extremist ideologies and leading to more involvement in extremist
causes.” Thus, there is an increasing concern among many scholars, politicians and
members of the public, that violent extremist material online and its easy availability
impact violent radicalization (Conway, 2017).

Different social media sites share real footage of and material on violent
extremist events (Keipi et al., 2017). However, in the context of terrorism, Vertigans
(2011) has argued that individuals usually do not become terrorists just by visiting
militant webpages. According to Vertigans, prior to spending time on these pages,
people already have an interest in the subject, as they have been actively searching
for the images and information online and thus already have been shifting toward

radical ideology.
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The internet has been used methodically by terrorist organizations to achieve
their agenda. Terrorist organizations have distributed their ideology and propaganda,
and recruited new members online (Speckhard et al., 2018), using social media
platforms such as Twitter to do so (Sporer et al., 2019). Terrorist organizations can
groom and manipulate potential recruits online (Vertigans, 2011). ISIS especially
started using social media in a new, sophisticated way; the organization’s
communication strategy portrayed the restoration of the caliphate as every Muslim’s
religious duty and used and distributed powerful images intended to impact viewers’
emotions (Farwell, 2014). ISIS began its online campaign in 2014, and part of it was
aimed directly at young Western people to recruit them to become jihadists by using
different grooming techniques, such as comparing jihad with the popular video game
Call of Duty (Shaban, 2020). The recruitment was intense, as it was done every hour
of the day in over 20 languages, and even though ISIS lost the caliphate, it remains
online and operates from there (Speckhard et al., 2018). The use of the internet in
recruiting and distributing propaganda is nothing new, as other terrorist
organizations, such as Al-Shabaab, have also used it to their advantage (Farwell.
2014). However, ISIS’s recruitment differs from other organizations in the past in
its sophistication and the use of individuals’ weaknesses as an advantage. Speckhard
et al. (2018) described the recruiting process of ISIS recruiters online:

When anyone retweets, likes, or endorses their materials, ISIS cadres swarm in
and try to seduce such individuals into the group. During the course of
conversation aimed at grooming for recruitment, ISIS recruiters find what is
missing or hurting in the lives of those they target. Then, they offer quick fixes,
such as promises of dignity, purpose, significance, salary, sexual rewards,
marriage, adventures, travel, escape from problems, and promises of an
important role in building the “utopian Caliphate.” They use whatever it takes
and works to sway their target into beginning to serve the group’s goals. Today’s
jihadi recruiters need only a computer and Internet connection to recruit, inspire,

and direct terrorist attacks—even continents away.

In addition to becoming radicalized through direct recruitment, individuals can
become radicalized online by immersing themselves in the extremist material they
find. For instance, for many Muslim youths, radical material in extremist websites
and in YouTube videos has impacted their radicalization (Ben-Israel, 2018). The
internet influences not only the perpetrators’ ideologies, but also the planning of
their attacks. It allows lone actors to find material—such as bomb-making

32



tutorials—that enables them to carry out more advanced and lethal actions (Cohen
etal.,, 2013).

Perpetrators with different ideologies and attack types have used the internet
systematically prior to their attacks to spread their opinions and perceptions and to
maximize their publicity. For example, a White supremacist attacker in a Holocaust
museum in 2009 had expressed his anti-Semitic ideology online prior to the attack
(Cohen et al., 2013). With school shootings, online postings prior to the attack are
so common that they can be seen as part of the attack blueprint. For example, the
photos and videos many of the perpetrators have taken of themselves are almost
identical (Paton, 2012).

The internet also has been used as part of the massacre through live-streaming
and live updates on social media. Using this technology allows the attacker to spread
fear and their ideology and to maximize the attack’s impact on a global scale. The
use of the internet as part of a massacre was seen vividly in the 2019 massacres in
New Zealand, as the perpetrator livestreamed his killings. Even though the video
was removed quickly from different social media platforms, it instantly started
circulating globally as people viewed, downloaded, and shared it (Warzel, 2019). In
addition, the attacker in Thailand in 2020 updated his Facebook account while
conducting the attack, and before the attack, he had posted an image of a pistol and
bullets with the words “itis time to get excited” and “nobody can avoid death” (BBC,
2020).

With school shooters, online extremist content and communication with like-
minded people can be even more significant to the radicalization process. Unlike in
a religious or politically motivated ideology, individuals interested in a school
shooting theme are very unlikely to meet offline in their natural, day-to-day lives.
This can, of course, sometimes happen, as the Columbine attack showed. In general,
however, the internet is vital to school shootings, as it is traditionally used by school
shooters as part of their actions. The perpetrators of the Columbine massacre were
the first school shooters to post information online, and since then, many have
followed suit (Oksanen et al., 2014). For example, according to the findings of
Finland’s Ministry of Justice (2009), in the last days before his attack, the Jokela
school shooter participated actively in conversations in an online community related
to the Columbine shootings, even showing a picture of his gun, and on the morning
of his attack, he uploaded a video to YouTube of the school building and a picture
of himself pointing a gun toward the camera. He also wrote on a website dedicated
to school shooters that history would be made that day (Ministry of Justice, 2009).
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Even though school-shooting-related online activity seems to be common for
school shooters, there is a lack of research focused on understanding what kind of
impact the online world has had on school shooters’ behavior. As school shootings
are media spectacles, school shooters’ postings leave a lasting mark on social media,
and most of the material they have posted can still be found online (Oksanen et al.,
2014). Thus, it is highly likely they have importance for the school shooters who
follow. However, the research done so far on school shooters’ online behaviotr has
been focused mainly on single cases. For example, Kiilakoski and Oksanen (2011a)
concentrated on the Finnish school shooters in the Jokela and Kauhajoki massacres
and their usage of the internet.

The way attacks are discussed and commented about online also holds meaning
for future attacks. According to Sporer et al. (2019), the “soft sympathizers” of ISIS
spread the terrorist organization’s message and propaganda on social media, aim to
normalize their actions and have them accepted by the masses, and provide
ideological justification for the organization’s violence. Sporer et al. (2019)
researched ISIS’s soft sympathizers’ tweets in the 24 hr after terrorist attacks in Paris
and Nice, France, and Orlando, Florida, in the United States. According to Sporer
etal. (2019), the sympathizers used a neutralization technique to condemn the people
condemning the attacks: First, the sympathizers argued that the violence used by the
condemners’ countries is equal to, or bigger than, the violence used by ISIS; second,
they said that people in the Western countries are only compassionate for victims
who are Westerners and they do not care about civilian casualties in the Middle East;
and third, the soft sympathizers compared the lack of empathy for and solidarity
with Middle Eastern Muslims with the empathy for non-Muslim victims in the West.
Thus, Sporer et al. (2019) argued that opinions broadcasted online—in this case, on
Twitter—can amplify messages and exacerbate biases, making Twitter a

battleground for competing perceptions.

2.2 DARK ONLINE FANDOMS

For devout followers, the internet provides vast amounts of information and a
platform on which to create and share material (Guschwan, 2016). With social media,
such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, one can also find like-minded individuals
easily (Keipi et al., 2017; Oksanen et al., 2014). This occurs on a global scale, as
people around the world build relationships, share knowledge, and connect with
communities online, making digital information a key part of globalization
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(Guschwan, 2016). Studies on fans have contributed to research on understanding
community, identity, and the concept of text, and as contemporary mass culture
saturates people’s lives, research on fandoms is one way to understand today’s digital
culture (Booth, 2010). The new digital formats have made audiences creative
producers, and they now co-create meaning with formal producers (Guschwan,
2016).

Interaction between the likeminded often takes the form of online groups and
fandoms. “Fandom” is an acronym for “fanatic domain,” which is a subculture
created and formed by fans of the same topics (Rahayu & Rahman, 2019). Fans are
individuals who are enraptured by a particular media object (Booth, 2010). Fandoms
are called “dark” when the fans’ interests lie in people who have conducted heinous
violent acts (Broll, 2019). Although there is long-standing research on different types
of fandoms, fans of dark interests have received less focus. Instead of focusing on
understanding the potential social relevance and the insights these communities can
give, scholars have often overlooked or ignored them (Rico, 2015). However,
understanding dark fandoms is important, especially because being a fan has
profound impacts on one’s identity. Individuals base their identities on their
deference for whatever they are fans of (Booth, 2010).

The importance of studying online behavior is also connected to increasing the
understanding of violent radicalization. First, people who are connected socially are
likely to exert influence, which can be beneficial or harmful, on each other (Oksanen
et al., 2014). In addition to this, according to Meloy and Yakeley (2014), anonymity
in the online world is likely to lead to increased self-disclosure, which causes more
feelings of intimacy toward groups and individuals. Meloy and Yakeley also found
that feelings online are as strong, or even stronger, than feelings offline. Due to the
nature of these communities, people participating in them are bonded by shared
interests (Keipi et al., 2017). The networks social network users create and maintain
can be strong and active and can carry radical ideologies (Oksanen et al., 2014).

One example of ta dark online fandom are admirers of terrorists organizations.
According to Ben-Israel (2018), ISIS fangirls have been active on Twitter and
Tumblr, and the blogs on which the fangirls post are a mix of for example religion,
Islamism, militaristic images, selfies, kittens, horses, and heart shapes. As Ben-Israel
(2018) stated, “The softer imagery like kittens in ISIS fangirls’ Tumblr accounts acts
as a recurring tool used by the ‘sisters,” side by side with the ‘hard images’ to lure
young Muslim-European females to cross the lines, to also become ISIS fangirls and
to immigrate to the ‘Islamic State”™ (p. 70).
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Previous research has found that there are also different online communities
focused on school shootings (see Bockler & Seeger, 2013; Broll, 2018; Oksanen et
al., 2014; Paton, 2012; Rico, 2015). These online fan communities have been present,
for example, on YouTube (Oksanen et al., 2014; Paton, 2012), Reddit (Broll, 2018),
and Tumblr (Rico, 2015). During their data collection in 2012, Oksanen et al. (2014)
identified 113 proschool-shooting profiles; out of these, 100 belonged to the same
network, with Columbine school shooting fans forming the core of it. The users’
profile names also reflected this, as many alluded to the names and known nicknames
of the Columbine attack perpetrators (Oksanen et al., 2014). According to Oksanen
et al. (2014), the fans saw the shooters as heroes and trolled memorial videos of the
school shooting victims. The fans online seem to form ideas of “us” and “them,”
which is typical in violent radicalization (see McCauley & Moskalenko, 2011).

In an online ethnography, Paton (2012) found that fans used parts of the school
shooting repertoire, such as surveillance camera sequences, shooters’ self-made
videos, and perpetrators’ favorite music. Paton found that these materials were used
repeatedly in fans’ profiles and can be seen as an integral part of the culture formed
around school shootings. According to Paton’s analysis, these objects are cultural
references that have become codes one must master to be part of the peer group
and are used as signs of resistance for challenging the dominant representation of
school shootings. Rico (2015) studied school shooting fans by analyzing the posts,
texts, and comments on various social networking sites, such as Tumblr, Facebook,
and DeviantArt. According to his findings, school shooting fans view the Columbine
shooters as victims of bullying and their act of massacre as retaliation against superior
athletes. Rico found that in addition to bringing forth their ideas in writing, fans also
use art such as drawings and paintings. According to Rico, school shooting fans
seemed to identify and empathize with the Columbine shooters.

Fan research has broadened the knowledge of the interrelationship between the
media and individuals (Meyer & Tucker, 2007). As massacres are highly mediatized
phenomena, there is a parallel between them and traditional media products of which
people are fans. Pearson (2010) found evidence that questions the view of online fan
communities as egalitarian and bottom-up associations; as with offline communities,
online fandoms also have cliques, hierarchies, and conflicts. The way ISIS uses online
fandom communities especially can be seen as reflecting changes in the usability of
fandoms in general; in this context, ISIS appears to use its online fandoms as a means
for achieving their goals (for more on ISIS fan community, see Ben-Israel, 2018).
Thus, even though at first glance, school shooting fandoms and ISIS fangirls online,
as described by Ben-Israel (2018), seem to resemble each other in many ways, there
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is a significant difference. Behind the ISIS fandom is an organization that uses gitls
to its advantage by spreading its propaganda that aims to recruit new members (see
Ben-Israel, 2018). The school shooting fandom and the communities built around it

online seem to be self-sufficient, created by and for those deeply interested in the
theme.
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3 SCHOOL SHOOTINGS AND NARRATIVES
IMPACTING RADICALIZATION

3.1 NARRATIVES OF SCHOOL SHOOTINGS

3.1.1 Narratives of violent crime

Besides direct victims, symbolic violence needs an audience. Violence is
performative, as violence without an audience is socially meaningless, and what
makes violence effective is that it stages power and legitimacy (Schréder & Schmidt,
2001). When witnessed and shared, pictures of violence become heavy with meaning,
as happened with pictures of the planes hitting the Twin Towers in New York in
2001. Together with other signs, like the number combination “9/11”, these pictures
became globally shared symbols. With these symbols, people can tell a whole story
and trust most others to share its meaning. These symbols become part of master
narratives that are shared. Snajdr (2013) described master narratives and their impact

accordingly:

From an anthropological perspective, a master narrative is an over-arching
cultural message as well as a framework of knowledge and action. Operating
discursively through textual and other communicative technologies, a master
narrative tries to “make normal” both ideology and action on the broadest and
most pervasive levels and spheres of society. It becomes (or tries to become)

the standard view. (p. 230)

However, as a large number of 9/11 conspiracy theories suggest, not all
individuals share these narratives. Master narratives are constantly recreated,
challenged, and modified (Loseke, 2007). In academic research, the narrative is a way
to theorize social and psychological phenomena and is also a research method
(Catless & Douglas, 2016).

Narratives—or stories—told in a society affect the way people see reality.

Narratives seem to be the only way people can describe lived time, and life impacts
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the narratives, and the narratives impact life (Bruner, 2004). The impact stories have
on people’s experiences traditionally has been well researched in social sciences and
the humanities (Presser, 2016). For example, based on previous research, Carless and
Douglas (2016) proposed six benefits that narratives can have for positive
psychology research. They found that narratives can offer rich insight into one’s lived
experiences, help to understand the meaning of personal experiences, provide insight
into the storyteller’s path of life, let researchers to focus on both social context and
personal experience, allow one to understand the embodied life of a human being,
and finally call for relational engagement that is ethical.

These qualities Carless and Douglas (2016) proposed can be broadened to other
research areas besides positive psychology. Narrative analysis is about investigating
the story itself, and it can be used to study disruptions in one’s life to macrolevel
phenomena (Riessman, 2000). In recent years, researchers have started to focus on
how narratives’ being told impacts criminal behavior, and a new area of narrative
criminology has been developed. Narrative criminology focuses on how stories,
especially the ones told of the self, influence criminal and other behaviors that can
be seen as harmful (Presser, 2016). In narrative criminology stories are seen as
dynamic and interactional, as their meaning varies depending on who tells the story,
to whom, when, where, how, and for what purposes (Tutenges, 2019). Narrative
criminology “seeks to explain crime and other harmful action as a function of the
stories that actors and bystanders tell about themselves” (Presser, 2012, p. 5).
Narratives can be seen especially important in violence where the perpetrator wants
to send a message with his actions, as in terrorism, school shootings, or massacres
conducted by lone actors. For example, ISIS uses stories to construct identity and
meaning for its actions (Presser & Sandberg, 2014). According to Malkki (2014),
both school shootings and terrorist attacks use symbolic violence and aim to send a
message to a wider audience than those immediately affected.

Narratives have been divided into master narratives and personal narratives. A
master narrative is “a totalizing schema, which orders and explains reality,
experience, and knowledge” (Yu, 2010, p. 1). Sometimes master narratives are called
big or collective narratives (see Rowe et al, 2002), grand narratives and
metanarratives (Yu, 2010). The term “master narrative,” however, seems to be more
established (see, e.g., Smith & Dougherty, 2012; Snajdr, 2013; Thommesen, 2010;
Yu, 2010).

In addition to the master narratives circulated in a society, people also are
impacted by the stories they tell about themselves, as these have, for example, an

effect on the way people see themselves as part of the society. These stories are called
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personal narratives (see, e.g., Rowe et al., 2002). Individuals position themselves in
their personal narratives, for example, by describing themselves as victims or agentic
beings, and this positioning signifies the performance of identity (Riessman, 2000).
Losceke (2007) argued, “Narratives create identity at all levels of human social life”
(p- 661). A narrative identity is an individual’s internalized and evolving life story that
integrates the past that is reconstructed and the future that is imagined, to give life
some degree of purpose and unity (McAdams & McLean, 2013). Identity is not
something that one possesses, but it is made using specific cultural resources
(Esteban-Guitart, 2012).

Today, more than ever, master narratives are circulated by the media. Already in
1995, Kellner argued that people live in a media culture, where television, movies,
and other cultural products produce models describing, for example, what being
successful is or what men are like. As school shootings are international and highly
mediated events (Muschert & Sumiala 2012), school shootings cannot be understood
without looking at them in the context of the media.

Personal narratives told by perpetrators of severe violence are not always
explanations of reality, but they show how the perpetrators see themselves or wish
others to see them. For example, the perpetrator of the attacks in Utoya, Norway,
presented himself in his manifesto as outgoing and popular, even though many
people who knew him in person described him as being shy and lonely (Sandberg,
2013). Furthermore, the school shooter in Jokela, Finland, had an online identity that
was very different from the person he was in real life; offline, he was lonely and had
problems interacting with other people, but in his online videos, he constructed a
violent masculine identity, had strong political opinions, and fantasized about sexual
dominance (Kiilakoski & Oksanen, 2011b). For the attacker at Tennessee Valley
Unitarian Universalist church in Knoxville in the Unites States in 2008, the violence
was meant to characterize him as a man who is strong, bold, and fearless and whose
attack was an act of heroism aimed at doing good for the country (Presser, 2012).

3.1.2  Narratives of school shootings

Kimmel and Mahler (2003) argued that to understand school shootings, one should
not focus on the form of the shootings, such as questions about the perpetrators’
family histories, but on the content of these acts—among others in the narratives

and stories that accompany school shootings. School shooting narratives can be
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divided into two types: the stories told by school shooters and the stories told of
school shooters.

According to Larkin (2009), the Columbine massacre changed the messages
shooters tell. Pre-Columbine school shooters seldom put their motivations into
larger, political contexts. The Columbine attackers, on the other hand, framed their
attack as overtly political, done in the name of students who are oppressed. By doing
this, they established a new paradigm and gave a rationale and vocabulary to future
school shooters. Thus, Larkin (2009) argued that the Columbine massacre influenced
subsequent school shootings in multiple ways:

First, it provided a paradigm about how to plan and execute a high-profile
school rampage shooting that could be imitated. Second, it gave inspiration
to subsequent rampage shooters to exact revenge for past wrongs,
humiliations, and social isolation. Third, it generated a “record” of carnage
that subsequent rampagers sought to exceed. Fourth, Harris and Klebold
have attained mythical status in the pantheon of outcast student subcultures.
They have been honored and emulated in subsequent rampage shootings
and attempts. In all cases, perpetrators either admitted links with Columbine
or police found evidence of Columbine influences. (p. 1314)

For many of the perpetrators, a school shooting is a masculine solution for
regaining feelings of control (Madfis & Levin, 2013). Many, if not most, crave fame
and recognition. Some of the perpetrators have named their desire to become
famous as one their motivations for their attacks (see Larkin, 2009; Webber, 2017).
For example, the Columbine attackers discussed in the tapes they recorded of
themselves how directors would fight over the rights to film their story and pondered
which one of two world-famous directors, Steven Spielberg or Quentin Tarantino,
would be better suited for the job (Gibbs & Roche, 1999). Neither Tarantino nor
Spielberg filmed a movie based on Columbine, but others did. For example, the
award-winning movie Zero Day was based on the Columbine shootings. Different
movies, documentaries, news articles, and books have addressed school shootings.

Even though most of these items presumable have been written or filmed with
no intentions of influencing the school shooting scene, they nonetheless have had
an effect on it. The way the media portrays school shootings affects the next school
shooters, according to Kiilakoski and Oksanen (2011b):
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School shooters have been active in re-circulating the cultural material of
carlier shootings and sometimes even misinformation disseminated by the
media. Writings by the shooters, media material, television shows and films
have created a web of intertextual references on shootings, violence and the
school context. (p. 248)

Larkin (2009) also noted that school shooters since the Columbine massacre have
aimed to influence the media and not just to have been influenced by it. Moreover,
the Columbine shooters planned their attack as if the massacre was a movie script,
and since the Columbine attack, school shootings have become more a part of
popular culture (Sandberg et al., 2014).

To understand the stories told by school shooters, one needs to focus also on the
audiences to whom these stories are being told. In addition to the obvious
audience—the communities that are attacked—the audiences for school shooters
especially include the media, school-shooting communities, and future school
shooters. For example, school shooting fans have made tribute videos to school
shooters (Paton & Figeac, 2015). The Jokela school shooter wanted his actions to be
remembered forever, wished to leave a permanent mark on the world, and reckoned
he would gain followers (Ministry of Justice, 2009). And in his manifesto, the
Emsdetten school shooter spoke directly to his imagined audience by stating,

Before I go, I will teach you a lesson, so that nobody will ever forget me
again! I want you to realize, that nobody has the right to interfere in others
[sic] lives under a fascist pretext of law and religion! I want that my face will
be burnt into your heads! I don’t want to run away anymore! I want to
contribute my part to the revolution of the outcasts!

IwantRE VEN G E! (as cited in Langman, 2014b, p. 2)

As narrators, school shooters may also change the tone of their message
depending on the audience. In a farewell message he left behind for his family, the
Jokela school shooter justified the massacre as a means to make the world a better
place and