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Political Elements in Post-Columbine School
Shootings in Europe and North America

LEENA MALKKI
Network for European Studies, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland

School shootings have traditionally been interpreted as non-political acts. Empirical
evidence, however, suggests that not all shootings are necessarily so different from
political violence, at least in the shooter’s own opinion. The article analyses 28
school rampage shootings in Europe, the U.S., and Canada from 1999-2011 to
determine common and prevalent political elements in the shootings. The shootings
are divided into three categories: shootings with overtly political communication
(four cases), shootings with references to previous school rampage shootings (13
cases), and isolated incidents (11 cases). While it is possible to question whether
the shootings were genuinely politically motivated, it is clear that the majority of
school shooters link their deed to the agenda and beliefs presented by the Columbine
shooters, which has created a sense of tradition, continuity, and imagined community
among the shooters and their admirers, not unlike in cases of terrorism and political
violence that are referred to as leaderless resistance.

Keywords Columbine shooting, cultural script, leaderless resistance, political
motivation, school shootings

Introduction

On November 7, 2007, 18-year-old Pekka-Eric Auvinen entered the Jokela high
school in Tuusula, Finland and started shooting his fellow students and teachers,
killing eight and shooting himself in the end. Before leaving to go to the school,
he had uploaded an extensive media kit to the Internet, including photos and videos
of himself as well as documents in which he explained his deed and philosophy. In a
document called “Attack information,” he wrote:

Attack Type: Mass murder, political terrorism (although I choosed [sic]
the school as target, my motives for the attack are political and much
much deeper and therefore I don’t want this to be called only as “school
shooting™).!

This description sounds peculiar considering that school rampage shootings like this
have traditionally been interpreted as non-political acts. Explanations for why they
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happen have focused heavily on the personal history of the shooter, the social
dynamics in the school and surrounding community, and the wider cultural context
that provides narratives glorifying rage and portraying violence as a solution to one’s
problems.> The majority of contributions come from the fields of sociology, edu-
cation, youth studies, and (social) psychology. In the public debate, the discussion
has typically revolved around questions of youth, delinquency, mental health, and
gun control.®> As for terrorism studies, the school rampage shootings have received
very little attention. In those rare cases in which they are mentioned, it is to highlight
that they are not a form of terrorism.*

While Auvinen is, to my knowledge, the only school shooter who has explicitly
called his act terrorism, he is not the only one who has used political vocabulary to
explain his deed. Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, who committed the notorious
shooting in the Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado on April 20, 1999 said
in their video recordings that they wanted to kick-start a revolution with their act.
Harris and Klebold have been referred to by other school shooters as martyrs or
heroes. The word terrorism appears in the context of several school shootings, for
example as a text in a T-shirt, a rhetorical device used in the manifestos, or as a
shooter’s strong interest in terrorism and violent crime.

These examples suggest that the school rampage shootings may not always be as
far apart from political violence as the previous literature suggests—or that at least
the shooters themselves do not think they have nothing at all to do with terrorism.
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?

These questions are important, especially for the ongoing debate on lone wolf
terrorism. One of the key issues in this debate is how to draw the line between
politically motivated lone wolf terrorism and mass murderers acting primarily moti-
vated by personal grievances or mental health problems and how lone wolf terrorism
differs from other forms of lone operator violence. This question has been debated,
e.g., with relation to the cases of Anders Behring Breivik, who committed a bomb
attack and killing spree in Norway in July 2012, and Nidal Malik Hasan, who
opened fire at the Fort Hood military base in the U.S. in November 2009.

The purpose of the article is to take another look at the school rampage shoot-
ings and focus specifically on their political elements. This analysis is conducted in
order to see how prevalent and common they have been in the context of school
shootings. This, in turn, will hopefully contribute to the discussion on the relation-
ship between lone wolf terrorism and other forms of lone operator violence.

School Rampage Shootings

Many kinds of shooting incidents have taken place at educational institutions, ran-
ging from shootings performed by government agents (e.g., the Kent State shootings
in 1970) to full-blown terrorist hostage incidents (e.g., the Beslan hostage crisis in
2004). Many shootings related to personal feuds or gang disputes have also taken
place on school premises.”

It is, however, one specific type of incident in particular that the researchers
usually have in mind when they talk about school shootings. This type is usually
called ““school rampage shooting™ in the literature. These acts are defined as (at least
partly) indiscriminate shootings perpetrated by former or current students® of that
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school. They are ‘““attacks on whole institutions—schools, teenage pecking orders, or
communities.”’

School rampage shootings are essentially symbolic violence, committed with the
intention of sending a message to a wider audience than the immediate victims. In
some cases, this message is embedded in the act itself, but it has also been typical that
the perpetrator leaves behind writings or videos that provide explanation for his act.
This indiscriminate and communicative nature of the school rampage shootings
separates them from targeted killings.

This article focuses on these school rampage shootings. This does not mean that
there might not be any other kinds of school shootings that would merit further
investigation with regard to their relationship to lone wolf terrorism. There are sev-
eral incidents that do not fall into the category of school rampage shootings in which
the shooter has given political meaning or reason for his act. One well-known
example of such an attack is the Ecole Polytechnique shooting in Montreal in
1989. The shooter, Marc Lépine (25 years old, not a student of the school) killed
fourteen women and four men, injured ten more women, and finally shot himself.
He had a note in his pocket in which he wrote that he had committed the act for
political reasons and that he hated feminists.®

Besides the obvious need to limit the scope of this study for practical purposes,
there are specific reasons why I have chosen to focus on the school rampage shoot-
ings. The first reason is that they have some things in common with terrorist attacks:
both involve symbolic violence with a clear intent to communicate a message to a
wider audience than its immediate victims and witnesses.

Secondly, the nature of school rampage shootings appears to have changed dur-
ing the last decade in ways that makes the phenomenon of particular interest to the
lone wolf terrorism and leaderless resistance debates. At the beginning of the article,
I gave some examples about the use of political language by school shooters. All the
examples that I gave are from school shootings after 1999. The Columbine shooting
in 1999 has been a watershed event that has arguably changed both the anatomy of
school rampage shootings and public perceptions of them in important ways. A
prominent school shooting researcher Ralph W. Larkin has claimed that during
the 2000s, “[rJampage shootings were no longer the provenance of isolated, loner stu-
dents who were psychologically deranged. Columbine raised rampage shootings in
the public consciousness from mere revenge to a political act.””®

Research Design and Methods

While Larkin’s aforementioned statement has been an inspiration for this article, he
actually does not really elaborate on what exactly makes these attacks political
beyond the Columbine shooters’ statement that they wanted to kick-start a revol-
ution. The main point of his article is to demonstrate how the Columbine shooting
has influenced these subsequent school rampage shootings. When it comes to the
political meanings, his attention is more directed at the public debate than at the
characteristics of the shootings as such.

The focus of this article is in the acts themselves, and the intent and communi-
cation of the shooters in particular. How have the perpetrators explained their
actions? Do they make any reference to political thinkers, activists, ideologies or
use political terminology in their communication? Have they a history of interest
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or involvement in politics? Do they mention previous school shootings or terrorist
attacks? Do they place their act in a wider political and social context?

To analyse these questions, I have compiled a list of post-Columbine school
rampage shootings from April 1999 to December 2011. I have limited the scope of
the article to Europe, the U.S., and Canada. The other continents are excluded
because it would have been very difficult to put together a representative list of cases
fitting the definition of school rampage shooting based on the source material that
was within the reach of this study.

To identify potential cases for this study, I have used several chronologies of
school shootings.'” One of them was the chronology of post-Columbine shootings
presented by Ralph W. Larkin in his aforementioned article. I have adopted the
same definition that he used, which defines school rampage shootings as indiscrimi-
nate, non-targeted attacks perpetrated by current or former students against a school
institution. Larkin also set additional criteria for cases that were included. The same
criteria were used in the case selection for this article. These criteria are: The student
has brought the gun to the school with the intention of shooting somebody (not just
to show off), at least one person (other than the shooter) has to be injured by a bul-
let, and that ‘“‘the shooter attempts to shoot more than one person, at least one of
whom was not specifically targeted.”'' There are, however, differences between
my list and his chronology. Larkin’s study includes 12 cases in the U.S. and 11 cases
outside the U.S., starting from April 1999 (but excluding the Columbine shooting)
and ending in November 2007. The time span of my list starts from the Columbine
shooting and ends in 2011. Two of the cases in Larkin’s list are from countries not
included in this study (one from Australia and one from Argentina) so they are
excluded from this study. I have also excluded two cases that are on Larkin’s list
because a closer examination revealed that they do not meet the definition of a
school rampage shooting.'?

Besides the writings, videos, and photos by the shooter, I have also collected
information on the perpetrator’s background, including their family background,
mental health record, peer relations and school situation, criminal record and history
of violent behaviour. In particular, I focused on evidence suggesting interest in poli-
tics or political participation. The source material that has been used in this analysis
includes publicly available communication by the perpetrators (manifestos, letters,
videos, photos, diaries, etc.), official reports and police investigation documents
on the incidents, media reports as well as previous research on the incidents. The
availability of information varies considerably among the cases.

I should also point out that at this stage of the study, the goal was not to decide
what the “real” motive of the shooting was. In other words, the question asked here
was how the school shooters explained their deed, not what made them commit the
shooting. As it has been brought up in the recent discussion on lone wolf terrorism,
“perpetrators’ true motivations are rarely fully accessible or accurate.”' I will return
to this question at the end of the article.

Overview of Post-Columbine Rampage Shootings

The dataset of rampage school shootings that was put together for this study consists
of 28 cases (the cases are listed later in the article). Rampage shootings represent only
a small minority of all school shootings, let alone school violence in that period.'*
When compared to the documented cases of lone wolf terrorism, the number of
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Figure 1. Post-Columbine school rampage shootings per year (N =28).

school rampage shootings is quite similar, as far as the available statistics allow such
comparison. For example, Spaaij’s chronology of lone wolf attacks includes 33 cases
for the years 1999-2010. However, his study does not include all European countries,
so the numbers are not entirely comparable.'”

The majority (17) of the shootings took place in the U.S. Five of them happened
in Germany, two in Finland, and one in Canada, Bosnia, Greece, and Hungary. It is
perhaps good to mention in this context that plans for similar school rampage shoot-
ings have been revealed in several other countries too. Therefore, even though I was
able to identify actual school rampage shootings in only seven countries, the
phenomenon is not completely restricted to these countries only.

The number of incidents per year varies from zero to five. The small number of
cases makes it difficult to make any conclusions about trends. What is worth men-
tioning is that I was not able to find any single incident conforming to the definition
between November 2009 and December 2011. This is the longest time period without
documented school rampage shootings since 1999. There are, however, such cases
again in 2012.'6

In terms of gender, age, and race of the perpetrator, the cases in this study con-
form largely with the image that emerges from the previous literature. All but one of
the perpetrators were males, most of them white. Their age varies from 13 to 62, but
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Figure 2. Age of the post-Columbine school rampage shooters (N =29).
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an overwhelming majority of the perpetrators (21) were between 13 and 19 years of
age. Only two shooters were over 27 years old. The Columbine shooting was the only
one that involved two active perpetrators.

There is a notable difference in terms of the age of the perpetrator among
countries. All incidents in which the shooter was 13-15 years old took place in the
U.S. (5 cases) or Canada (one case). Likewise, all shootings in which the shooter
was over 23 years old happened in the U.S. (three cases). In other words, in all
European school rampage shootings, the perpetrator was 16-23 years old.

Political Involvement and Interest

In order to assess the political elements in these shootings, this study analysed the
communication of the perpetrators as well as looked for information on their back-
ground to see whether there is any evidence on political interest or involvement. In
none of the examined cases was I able to find evidence that the perpetrator had been
involved in any form of political action or tried to join a political organisation. In
two cases, the perpetrator is known to have been in correspondence with politically
minded organisations or people. Pekka-Eric Auvinen (perpetrator of the Jokela
school shooting [Finland] in 2007) was in contact with the Finland-Korea Associ-
ation (he was interested in North Korea at that time) and Jeffrey Weise (perpetrator
of the Red Lake school shooting [MN, U.S.] in 2005) wrote a few messages to a
neo-Nazi Internet forum.

Information indicating that the perpetrator had some degree of interest in poli-
tics was more common. Such evidence was found in 8 cases. It is good to keep in
mind here that interest in political issues is not among the questions that have usually
been asked in the aftermath of school shootings. Therefore, it is possible that there
are more cases in which the perpetrator had an interest in politics, but that was not
considered relevant enough to mention in the newspaper articles or investigation
reports.

The nature and depth of the interest varies from case to case. On one end, there
are cases in which the perpetrator has voiced his admiration for Hitler, but there is
no conclusive evidence indicating deeper familiarity and interest in political thinking.
On the other end, there are cases such as that of Pekka-Eric Auvinen, who had stud-
ied and supported several forms of radical political ideologies for years, ranging
from far left to far right.

In 11 cases, the perpetrator had left behind communication that deals explicitly
with the shooting. In four cases, this explanation included political elements. In the
rest of the cases, the message was merely personal or ambiguous in nature. Dimitris
Patmanidis, the perpetrator of the Athens school shooting (Greece) in 2009, for
example, wrote in the note which was written in Greek: “I have no reason to con-
tinue living. But, unluckily for you, I'm too selfish to leave and let you keep
living . ..” He also said that he had been rejected by someone whom he was in love
with and complained that he had experienced “nothing but rejection and contempt
from those around me.”"”

To give an example of an ambiguous message, T. J. Solomon (the perpetrator of
the 1999 Heritage School shooting in Conyers, GA in the U.S.), left behind a mess-
age “for the sake of my brothers and sisters related to the Trench Coat Mafia, those
answers will have to remain out of the public eye.” While the reference to the Trench
Coat Mafia connects the act to the Columbine High School shooting and evokes the
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impression that he sees himself as a representative of a larger entity, he does not
provide a political meaning or explanation for his deed.

The strong influence of the Columbine shooting on subsequent school shootings
is very evident in the case studies. In a majority of the cases (16 of 27), there is
evidence that the perpetrator was influenced by Columbine. In the remaining 11
incidents, there was no evidence of Columbine influence. It is not impossible that
the perpetrator was familiar with the Columbine shooting also in these cases, but
there was no evidence available that s/he had made indirect or direct reference to
that shooting.

It is also noteworthy that there was only one case in which there was evidence
that the perpetrator had been interested in politics but there was no evidence of
Columbine influence. I will briefly discuss this case later in the article.

Typology

Based on these observations, the school rampage shootings in the list can be loosely
divided into three categories in terms of their political and communicative elements:

1. Shootings with overtly political communication (four cases). In these cases, the per-
petrator has left behind a message in which he explains his deed. This explanation
includes clear political content—references to political thinkers, movements or
actors, use of political terminology and/or a political goal for the act.

2. Shootings with references to the Columbine shooting (13 cases). In these cases, the
perpetrator may have left behind some written or visual communication, but it
does not include an elaborated politically coloured explanation (beyond short
and simple statements like “I blame the society’’). However, either the communi-
cation and/or the way the shooting was conducted include clear references to the
Columbine shootings. I have singled out these attacks as a separate category,
because such references may mean that the perpetrator wanted his deed to be seen
as part of a larger phenomenon.

3. Isolated incidents (11 cases). This category includes incidents in which the per-
petrator has not left behind any politically coloured explanation for his/her deed
and there is no evidence of explicit references to the Columbine shooting.

Shootings With Overtly Political Communication

The shootings in this category were accompanied by visual or textual communi-
cation in which the perpetrator explained his deed (all perpetrators in this category
were male). The explanation provided in the communication had references to wider
political or social processes beyond his personal situation. Furthermore, the shooter
claims to be part of a larger category of people whom he hopes to inspire with
his act.

There are four such cases within the time range of this study. Two of them have
taken place in the U.S., two in European countries (Germany and Finland). Again,
the small number of cases makes it difficult to draw any definite conclusions, but it
may still be noteworthy that European cases are overrepresented in this category (25
percent of all cases in Europe fall into this category, compared to only 12 percent of
the U.S. cases). In terms of timing, there is an interesting pattern: even though the
Columbine shooting has been the major model for all three subsequent shootings
in this category, these all happened over six years after the incident and within a time
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period of 13 months. The category is also more homogeneous in terms of the age of
the perpetrator than school rampage shootings in general: one perpetrator was 17,
three 18 years old, and one 23 years old.

These four cases are the most interesting ones for the present discussion, so I will
go through these cases in detail and then conclude this section with some general
observations.

Columbine High School Shooting in Littleton (U.S., 1999)

In the history of school shootings, the most influential incident has without any
doubt been the Columbine shooting. Two students, Eric Harris (18) and Dylan Kle-
bold (17), entered their school and opened fire on the students and teachers. Thirteen
people were killed, over 20 were injured, and the shooters ended their shooting spree
with suicide.

In the weeks preceding the shooting, Harris and Klebold made several videos,
popularly known as the basement tapes, in which they talked about their plans. Most
of the basement tapes have never been made public, but reports by journalists
who have seen the tapes give a rather good overview of their content.'® Harris
and Klebold also wrote diaries that they quite clearly intended to be found.'® These
diaries and some other writings have been made publicly available over the years
after the incident.

The tapes and diaries indicate that Harris and Klebold conducted the attack
clearly out of contempt, rage, and desire for revenge against their peers and teachers
at school. “Isn’t it fun to get the respect we’re going to deserve?” They complained
about the way they had been treated:

Harris recalls how he moved around so much with his military family and
always had to start over, ““at the bottom of the ladder.” People continu-
ally made fun of him—*“my face, my hair, my shirts.” As for Klebold, “If
you could see all the anger I've stored over the past four f ing
years...” he says. His brother Byron was popular and athletic and
constantly “ripped” on him, as did the brother’s friends. Except for his
parents, Klebold says, his extended family treated him like the runt of
the litter. “You made me what I am,” he said. “You added to the rage.”
As far back as the Foothills Day Care center, he hated the “stuck-up”
kids he felt hated him. “Being shy didn’t help,” he admits. “I’'m going
to kill you all. You’ve been giving us s___ for years.”*°

However, the school and their peers were not their only target. As Larkin writes,
“their primary target was the peer structure, the secondary target was the community
at large, and the tertiary target was American society.”*' In fact, the Columbine
incident was not supposed to be a “school shooting” at all.>? Instead, Harris and
Klebold laughed at previous school shootings in their tapes. What they had in mind
was rather a mass-casualty bomb attack that would outdo all violent incidents in
U.S. history, specifically mentioning the Oklahoma City bombing among others.
They had placed a series of bombs inside the school and in their vehicles parked
in front of it. The bombs in the school cafeteria were meant to go off first, then they
would shoot people escaping from the building, and the bombs in their cars would
explode when the rescue workers arrived. The way their “judgment day” played out
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was mostly improvisation. When the bombs in the cafeteria (as all other bombs)
failed to detonate, Harris and Klebold decided to enter the school and start the
shooting spree that ended with their suicide.

In his diary, Harris writes that he does not think the human race is worth fight-
ing for anymore. He views most people as brainless followers who act like robots and
do not think for themselves anymore—and it is partly the school that makes them
that way:

WWII was the last war worth fighting and was the last time human life
and human brains did any good any [sic] made us proud [sic]. Now, with
the government having scandals and conspiracies all over the fucking
place and lying to everyone all the time and with worthless pointless
mindless discraceful [sic] TV shows on [scratched out] and with everyone
ub-fucking-sessed [sic] with hollywood [sic] and beauty and fame and
glamour and politics and anything famous, people are just not worth sav-
ing. Society may not realize what is happening but I have; you go to
school, to get used to studying and learning how youre [sic] “supposed
to” so that drains or filters out a little bit of human nature.

What separates Harris and Klebold, in Harris’ mind, from others is their
self-awareness. He and Klebold can see through the situation and realize the real
state of the world. “I feel like GOD and I wish I was, having everyone being
OFFICIALLY lower than me. I already know that I am higher than almost anyone
in the fucking welt [sic] in terms of universal intelligence and where we stand in the
universe compared to the rest of the UNIV.”

Harris and Klebold completely expected the attack to make them notorious—in
the basement tapes, they famously discuss how they want someone to make a movie
about them and who would direct it (Steven Spielberg or Quentin Tarantino).
Besides fame, they also expected to have followers. With their act, they said they
wanted to start a revolution of the dispossessed.

The diary and school assignments, in particular those of Eric Harris, indicate
that he was interested in politics, history, and philosophy to some degree. In parti-
cular, Harris expressed his admiration of Adolf Hitler. In his diary, he also mentions
philosopher Nietzsche in passing. Researchers have argued that his texts indicate
that he may have been influenced also by Thomas Hobbes.**

During the last couple of years before the attack, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold
had become inseparable friends. The personal background of Harris and Klebold
has been a subject of intense debate. The researchers still disagree on various
matters. One of these issues is bullying. There are studies that claim that Harris
and Klebold were outcasts who were systematically bullied at school and their act
was at least partly a revenge on the school community for how they had been
treated. As a close friend of Eric Harris, Brooks Brown, stated in a radio interview
five years after the incident, “Eric and Dylan were crazy, but it was Columbine
that made them that way.”? Others deny that bullying would be important for
understanding the attack. David Cullen, for example, points out that the writings
of Harris “are not the rantings of an angry young man, picked on by jocks until
he’s not going to take it anymore. These are the rantings of someone with a
messianic-grade superiority complex, out to punish the entire human race for its
appalling inferiority.”?°
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There is also disagreement about the mental health of the perpetrators. It is less
so for Dylan Klebold, who has been commonly seen as a confused, depressed fol-
lower. When it comes to Eric Harris, while there is dispute about the correct diag-
nosis, it is beyond dispute that by the time of the attack, he was mentally unstable
and out of control.?” This was not evident to everyone—most adults and many of
his fellow students thought he was nice and well-mannered. He was a bright student
who did well at school and rarely caused any trouble. His writings, online activities,
and nightly endeavours, however, reveal another “dramatic, passive-aggressive, vin-
dictive”® side of him. He spent a lot of time on his computer and is well known for
having been a heavy user of the violent computer game Doom. When Harris had
posted a death threat against his schoolmate on his website about one year before
the attack, his mother arranged a meeting for him with a psychologist. He told
the psychologist that he was feeling angry, depressed, and had suicidal thoughts.
A doctor prescribed him SSRI type medication.?’

Geschwister School Shooting in Emsdetten ( Germany, 2006)

On the morning of November 20, 2006, 18-year-old Sebastian Bosse entered his
former school in Emsdetten, Germany. He was armed with guns, explosives, and
smoke bombs, and wore a suicide-bomber style explosive belt, a long black
coat, and a gas mask. Over 30 people were hurt by gunshots or suffered from
asphyxiation. After the shooting, Bosse committed suicide on the school premises.

Before the attack, Bosse (who used the nickname ResistantX online) had
uploaded videos and writings to the Internet. Part of this material is in English
(“Sometimes I write s**t in English because I want everybody to understand what
the hell I am talking about!”).** All the material has clear visual and textual
references to the Columbine shootings.

In his messages, he expresses his deep dissatisfaction with his life and the way the
society works. He explicitly states that there are two main reasons for why he
committed the massacre: school and politics.>’ These two are clearly interlinked in
his communication as he sees the school as part of the larger social system that he
opposes.

He tells that his life was good until he went to school at the age of six:

The only thing that I was taught intensively in school was that I am a
loser. For my first years at the GSS, this is even true, I was captivated
by consumer lust, I tried hard to make friends, people who do not regard
you as a person, but as a status symbol. But then I woke up! I realized
that the world as it seemed to me does not exist, that it was an illusion
which is essentially produced by the media. More and more I noticed
in what kind of world I was. A world in which money rules everything,
even in school everything revolved around it. You must have the newest
cellphone, the newest clothes and the right “friends.” If you do not
have one of those, you are not worthy of being noticed. And those people
are called jocks. Jocks are all those who think that because of expensive
clothes or beautiful girls by their side they outrank others. I hate those
people, no, I hate people.

I have experienced in those 18 years of my life that you can become
happy only if you bow to the majority, adjust to society. But I could not
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and did not want to do so. I am free! Nobody is allowed to intervene in
my life, and if he does anyway, he has to bear the consequences!**

This protest against limits and regulations links directly to his personal situ-
ation. What seemed to function as the triggering event was that he was scheduled
to appear in court because of illegal possession of weapons one day after the inci-
dent. Bosse makes direct reference to this in his farewell letter (‘““No politician has
the right to enact legislation that prohibits me to do something. No cop has the
right to take my gun away from me, certainly not while carrying his own on
his belt.”)

Bosse explains himself that he committed the shooting foremost as revenge
against all those who had made his life miserable and meaningless. He calls the
“normal” life course S.A.A.R.T. (German acronym for school, education, work,
retirement, death) and constructs his act as a protest against this whole system.
For him, the current political system is not a democracy or government by the people
but a fascist system, and the school is an integral part of this system (elsewhere he
draws a parallel between the Hitler youth and school**):

The child sets off on its personal route of socialization, and in the
subsequent years, it will be forced to adjust to the general public, the
majority. If it refuses, teachers, parents and not least the police will inter-
vene. Compulsory school attendance is whitewashing for coercive edu-
cation, because you are forced to attend school. If you are forced to do
something, you lose part of your freedom. You are forced to pay taxes,
you are forced to obey speed limits, you are forced to do this, you are
forced to do that. Ergo: No freedom! And this is called popular govern-
ment. If the people would rule, it would be anarchy!*’

What he wants instead is anarchy, a complete freedom. Immediately after the
previous passage, he calls others to action (“WAKE UP AT LAST - TAKE TO
THE STREETS - IT HAS WORKED IN GERMANY ONCE BEFORE!”). He
also states that he wants to contribute to the revolution of the outcast. In his diary,
he wrote that “I hope that other outcasts will be treated better after GSS! And 1
hope that some of ‘em will be like Reb, Vod and Me! A FUCKING HERO!”%
Committing the rampage shooting was his way to find meaning in his life (he states
this explicitly in his farewell letter).

When it comes to the personal background of Sebastian Bosse, we know that
his family background is unremarkable. He had some trouble at school and had to
retake two classes, but managed to graduate with good grades some months prior
to the attack. He had a strong interest in weapons and all things military. He liked
to play violent computer games. His peers considered him a somewhat strange
loner. There is also some evidence that his parents and relatives were concerned
about him to some extent, worrying that there was something wrong with him.
He displayed behavioral problems since grade 3 and teachers had recommended
that his parents consult with a school psychologist. In June 2004, he sought help
in a professional psychological counseling forum, where he wrote about his fear
of being bullied and his anger, mentioning also the possibility of a rampage
shooting.?’
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Virginia Tech University Shooting in Blacksburg (U.S., 2007)

The shooting at Virginia Tech University on April 16, 2007 has been the bloodiest
school rampage shooting so far as it left 32 people dead. The perpetrator was Seung
Hui Cho, a son of a South Korean immigrant family and a current student of the
university. From the perpetrators of the shootings in this category, he has the longest
and most severe history of documented mental health problems. He was extremely
introverted, quiet, suffered from extreme social anxiety and had been treated for
depression and suicidal thoughts. He was involuntarily committed to mental health
treatment a few months prior to the shooting because he was considered to present
an imminent danger to himself and others.*®

While his mental health problems undoubtedly play a significant role in why he
committed his attack, it is equally clear that he wanted to make a statement with his
act. On the morning of his attacks, he sent a package to NBC News including pic-
tures of himself, video clips, and a 1,800-word text, described as a “multimedia mani-
festo.”*” His message is commonly viewed as mostly incomprehensible “rambling
diatribe.”*" It is more idiosyncratic than the other manifestos, but it does include
an explanation for his act that goes beyond his own situation and has a distinctively
political (and religious) flavour to it.*!

The text is full of resentment and anger. He blames others for “raping his soul”
and ruining his life and forcing him to act:

You had a hundred billion chances and ways to have avoided today, but
you decided to spill my blood. You forced me into a corner and gave me
only one option. The decision was yours. Now you have blood on your
hands that will never wash off, you Apostles of Sin.*?

He does not consider his suffering as an isolated case, but part of a larger prob-
lem. He portrays himself as one of the many weak and defenceless people in society
who are abused by a dominating class of sadist hedonists whose desire for more
money, profit, and commodities is insatiable and who have never experienced pain.
He calls these people lovers of terrorism, Christian Nazis, and many other degrading
terms.

He presents himself as one of the weak and defenceless people, an anti-terrorist,
who dies “like Jesus Christ, to inspire generations of the Weak and Defenseless
people—my Brothers, Sisters, and Children—that you fuck”:

By destroying we create. We create the feelings in you of what it is like
to be the victim, what it is like to be fucked and destroyed. Because of
your annihilations, we create and raise new breeds of Children who
will show you fuckers what you have done to us. Like Easter, it will
be a day of rebirth, it will be a start of a revolution of the Children
that you fucked. You have never felt a single ounce of pain your whole
life, thus, by destroying you, by giving you pain, we attempt to show
you responsibilities and meanings of other people’s lives.*

He explicitly links his act to the Columbine shootings, stating that “[g]eneration
after generation, we martyrs, like Eric and Dylan, will sacrifice our lives to fuck you
thousand folds for what you Apostles of Sin have done to us.”



198 L. Malkki

Jokela High School Shooting in Tuusula (Finland, 2007)

The most elaborate political explanation for a school rampage shooting has been
provided by Pekka-Eric Auvinen, the perpetrator of the Jokela High School shoot-
ing in 2007. As mentioned at the beginning of this article, he explicitly called his
attack a mass murder and political terrorism. He further specified that the target
of his attack was “Jokelan Lukio (High School Of Jokela), students and faculty,
society, humanity, human race.”**

To explain his deed, he uploaded a ““media kit to the Internet before his attack.
It included several documents, as well as videos and photos bearing close resem-
blance to the Columbine shooting visual communications. All writings were included
both in Finnish and in English.

One of the documents is a three-page Natural Selector’s Manifesto in which he
explained his view on what was wrong in the world. He picks up many of the themes
that are present in the communication of the previous shooters discussed in this sec-
tion, but he discusses them much more elaborately. He also makes a lot fewer refer-
ences to his personal situation than the other shooters, making the content of his
manifesto in that sense more akin to the manifestos and communiqués of terrorist
groups or lone wolf terrorists.

In his view, the process of natural selection had reversed and the human race
was devolving. The large majority of people had fallen under the spell of collective
de-individualization and are not thinking for themselves. He is one of the few who
have woken up and can see through that:

Majority of people in society are weak-minded and ignorant retards,
masses that act like programmed robots and accept voluntarily slavery.
But not me! I am self-aware and realize what is going on in society! I have
a free mind! And I choose to be free rather than live like a robot or slave.
You can say I have a “god complex,” sure...then you have a “group
complex”! Compared to you retarded masses, I am actually godlike.*

Auvinen hoped that his act would inspire others to fight for the revolution and
describes his own act as dying for a cause:

Long live the revolution . .. revolution against the system, which enslaves
not only the majority of weak-minded masses but also the small minority
of strong-minded and intelligent individuals! If we want to live in a dif-
ferent world, we must act. We must rise against the enslaving, corrupted
and totalitarian regimes and overthrow the tyrants, gangsters and the rule
of idiocracy. I can’t alone change much but hopefully my actions will
inspire all the intelligent people of the world and start some sort of
revolution against the current systems. [...]

I am ready to die for a cause I know is right, just and true...even if |
would lose or the battle would be only remembered as evil. ...1 will
rather fight and die than live a long and unhappy life.*®

The content of the manifesto demonstrates that Auvinen was familiar with
philosophy and political ideology. It is clear that he had read at least Plato and
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Nietzsche. It is also known that he was interested in Ted ‘““the Unabomber”
Kaczynski. Coincidence or not, the day he had chosen to carry out his plan was
the 70th anniversary of the October Revolution.

In terms of his personal background, Pekka-Eric Auvinen was in many ways
a typical school shooter as depicted in the research literature: he lived in a small
town, he had been bullied for years at school, did not have many friends, and
suffered from panic attacks and fear of social situations. But unlike other school
shooters, Pekka-Eric Auvinen’s personal history shows a strong interest in radical
politics.

It was well known to people around Auvinen that he had been interested in poli-
tics for years. His interest in politics dates back at least to the age of 12 and it went
through several phases. According to his mother, he was initially mainly interested in
mainstream politics, but around 14—15 years of age, he started to become fascinated
with more radical politics and fringe parties (e.g., the Finnish communist party). He
considered joining its youth organisation, but did not find the courage to do that.
After that, he became interested in North Korea and was in contact with the
Finland-Korea association. The North Korea phase was followed by fascination
with Nazism. During the year 2007, Auvinen reportedly started to be critical of
Hitler and his choice to go after the Jews because he thought they were not the right
target. Around this time, he started to talk about violence as a legitimate means of
political action. These developments were well known to his fellow students and
friends, who became increasingly worried about him.

The evidence suggests that Auvinen started to plan his act in early 2007. Eight
months prior to the act, he wrote in his diary that he was “going to initiate an oper-
ation against humanity with the purpose of killing as many people as possible and
causing havoc and mayhem around him.”*’ He also wrote in his diary that he
wanted to make a lasting impact on the world and believed that others would follow
his example. He began writing his manifesto six months before the attack. His com-
puter also included photos and information on several terrorist attacks. In a video
called “Mass of murders” that he made, several terrorists are mentioned, including
Theodore Kaczynski, Eric Rudolph, Franz Fuchs, and Timothy McVeigh, as well as
earlier school shooters (Eric Harris, Dylan Klebold, Jeff Weise, Robert Steinhduser,
Seung-Hui Cho, all included in this study).*®

Around early 2007, Auvinen started to contribute actively on Internet discus-
sions dedicated to the Columbine shootings. He had produced several videos on
American school shootings, Hitler, and Finnish radical ecologist Pertti Linkola
and made them available on YouTube. His admiration for the American school
shootings comes out very clearly also from his diary.

His interest and familiarity with “Columbine” is evident from his act. During
the shooting and in many of the photos, he wore a t-shirt with a text “humanity
is overrated,” quoting the Columbine shooter Eric Harris and imitating Harris
and his fellow shooter Dylan Klebold, who had worn shirts with a short written
statement during their attack. His videos are stylistically similar to the shooting
videos of Harris and Klebold. Included in his media kit is a document listing things
that he liked and hated, much like Eric Harris had done in his writings, and he men-
tioned many of the same bands as Harris and Klebold are known to have admired.
Many ideas included in his manifesto are present in some form also in the writings of
Harris.
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Interim Summary: Emerging Narrative of the Political School Rampage
Shootings

Despite their differences, the manifestos and writings of these school shooters
share many commonalities. All the latter three overtly political rampage school
shootings in 2006-2007 very clearly follow the tradition of the first of them, the
Columbine shootings. This goes both for the content of the perpetrators’ writings,
their visual material as well as the way their attack was conducted. Reading the
writings side by side, one can see that they are in essence variations of the same
narrative. Their analyses of the prevailing political and social situation and their
role in it are in many ways very similar to each other, all mixing personal and
political grievances, which in the perpetrators’ mind are closely related to each
other.*’

The perpetrators express angrily their resentment of the way they have been
treated, arguing that they were pushed to their act of vengeance (“I did not start this
war”’). From the description of the personal situation emerges an image of a failed
joiner,50 who tried to fit in but was bullied, teased, and rejected.

At some point, they understood that they did not even want to fit into the
majority and live in a world like that. They blame the majority of people for being
brainless sheep, following the others without thinking for themselves. They see the
media, school, and democratic politics as systems that create and maintain this state
of affairs. What they think differentiates themselves from the others is their
self-awareness. They understand what is going on and they have developed one step
ahead. As a solution for this situation, they demand anarchy and/or that the law of
natural selection would be left to take its natural course, allowing the survival of the
fittest. They strongly protest against any limitations to their freedom, claiming that
they only have the right to decide on their own life.

The shooters stress emphatically that they alone are responsible for their act
(“this is my war”’), portraying themselves as lone heroes fighting a war against their
enemy. Even if they act alone, there is an ““us” for them, the outcast, which they hope
to inspire with their actions to do something similar and in that way to start a
revolution against the majority.

These observations, together with numerous textual, visual, and behavioural
references to previous school rampage shootings suggest that indeed while they acted
alone, perpetrators of these rampage shootings saw their attack as part of a wider
struggle. For them, it was not only about their personal situation, but also about
dying for a cause that they felt had wider significance.

Finally, what is noteworthy here is that the ideas and images expressed by these
school shooters bear a lot of similarities with the cultural narratives of the U.S. para-
military culture of the 1980s and 1990s: a lone hyper-masculine hero, starting up the
fight against the system.”'

Columbine-Influenced Shootings

The second category includes shootings that have been clearly influenced by the
Columbine shooting. Some of these perpetrators have also left behind visual or
textual communication directly related to the shooting, but none of these communi-
cations are such politically and socially coloured elaborate explanations as is the case
with the shootings in the first category.
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This category includes 13 school rampage shootings, spreading over the entire
period. Eight of these shootings happened in the U.S., two in Germany, and one
in Canada, Finland, and Greece. The perpetrators were 14-27 years old. Five of
the perpetrators were 14 or 15 years old. The category thus includes all but two cases
in which the perpetrator was 15 years old or younger.

The Columbine influence is evident in these cases in various ways. Several of the
perpetrators have participated in the school shooting discussion groups online or
collected photos, videos, and writings dealing with the Columbine shooting. They
have quoted previous school shootings in their discussions prior to the attack or dur-
ing the attack (such as “Humanity is overrated,” “Do you believe in God?”’). They
have imitated the clothing of Harris and Klebold during the shooting by wearing
black trench coats or t-shirts with a message. Some of them have left behind photos
and videos that bear strong resemblances to those produced by Harris and Klebold.
Another common way to connect their act to the Columbine shootings has been to
list things that they hate and love in the same style as Harris did in his writings. In
these lists, the same cultural products appear over and over again.>

A good example of cases included in this category is the Kauhajoki school
shooting perpetrated by Matti Saari in 2008. Saari did not leave behind any writings
beyond Internet profiles, but he uploaded several videos and photos that are very
similar to those of the Columbine shooters and Pekka-Eric Auvinen, who had com-
mitted Finland’s first school rampage shooting ten months earlier. He also report-
edly expressed his admiration of previous school shooters to his friends. During
the last months before the incident, there were also concerns about his mental state
among his friends and family.>

In some other cases in this category, the perpetrator has had an extensive history
of mental health problems. One case in point is Steven Kazmierczak, the perpetrator
of the Northern Illinois University shooting in 2008. He had had considerable men-
tal health problems since the age of 16, including several suicide attempts and hos-
pitalizations. He was diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder. In 2002, he started his
sociology studies at the university and was a remarkably successful high performance
student for a long time. In autumn 2007, his condition started to deteriorate again
after a series of losses and changes. Throughout these years, Kazmierczak showed
strong interest in mass murders and violent crime, including previous school shoot-
ings (such as the Columbine and Virginia Tech shootings) and National Socialism.
He did not, however, leave any explanation for his deed, but on the contrary
evidently destroyed his computer hard drive completely. On the other hand, during
the shooting he did wear a black T-shirt with the word “Terrorist” written on the
chest over a picture of an assault rifle.>*

Besides Columbine, these perpetrators occasionally referred to other school
shootings as well. In Kazmierczak’s case, he referred at least to the Virginia
Tech shooting. The German school shooters have often referred to the Erfurt school
shooting in 2002, which was the first post-Columbine school rampage shooting in the
country. It is noteworthy that the subsequent school shootings after Columbine do
not feature even nearly as prevalently in their case histories or communication
as Columbine does. This highlights the role of this particular school shooting as
an exemplary action among the school shooters.

In four cases of this category, we have evidence that the perpetrator had at least
some level of interest in politics. Robert Steinhduser, who committed the Erfurt
school shooting, showed interest in terrorism.>> The same goes for another German
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school shooter, Tim Kretschmer (The Winnenden school shooting in 2009), who had
regularly researched the 9/11 attacks.”® Jeffrey Weise, the perpetrator of the Red
Lake school shooting in 2005, was known for his interest in Nazi ideology and
Hitler. He wrote some messages to an Internet forum dedicated to these issues one
year before the incident. Weise’s shooting is also one of the few cases in which the
political orientation of the shooters made headlines.’’

Isolated Shootings

This last category includes cases that meet the definition of a school rampage shooting
but do not include any references to the Columbine shooting and are not accompanied
by an extensive political explanation. I have named the category as “isolated shoot-
ings” because there are no similar links to previous school rampage shootings as in
all cases included in the previous two categories. Since there was very little infor-
mation available on some of these cases, it is not impossible that there might have been
Columbine references in some of these cases that were not reported in any of the
sources that I was able to find. The category includes the only case in which the per-
petrator was a female, as well as both cases in which the shooter was over 27 years old.

Most of the shootings are closely linked to the perpetrator’s personal situation.
Some of them bear a trademark of targeted vendetta that has gone awry and led to
other casualties. In one case, that of Odane Greg Maye (the perpetrator of the
Hampton University shooting in 2009), we know that the perpetrator went to his for-
mer school with the intention of creating a no-way-out situation that would give him
enough courage to commit suicide.’®

Even if none of these perpetrators left behind political manifestos, not all shoot-
ings in this category, however, are completely devoid of political flavour. The case in
point is the school shooting in Freising, Germany in 2002, perpetrated by Adam
Labus. We know that Labus had been influenced by militarism and National
Socialism. Despite his interest in politics, political motivation was ruled out by the
police.”” Labus is in fact not the only school shooter in this study who had dreamed
(and tried) to become a soldier or mercenary, but had failed to make that happen.

Conclusion

This article set out to analyse the political elements in school rampage shootings. The
first thing that the analysis makes evident is that the majority of school rampage shoot-
ings included in this study do not have explicit political elements. Even within the rela-
tively homogeneous category of school rampage shootings, there are a lot of differences
between the cases. Some of them have signs of political motivation, or at least politi-
cally coloured communication, while in other cases, there is little to support any claims
about political motivation. None of the school rampage shooters had been politically
active prior to the shooting and only a minority had showed any interest in politics.

On the other hand, in four of these school rampage shootings, the perpetrators
provided an explanation for their act that had undeniably political content. What
should we think about this? Should we consider them as political acts?

One possible argument against interpreting these school shootings as political
acts is that even if the school shooters explain their act in political or ideological
terms, we should not really let ourselves be fooled by that. Their real motivation
is not political anyway, but derives from the personal problems of the shooter.
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The political rantings are a mere topping and an attempt to legitimate their
violent acts.®

A second way to view the political elements is to place them in the context of the
perpetrators’ other interests. It is not always clear whether the shooters’ fascination
with politics is more based on the content of ideologies and agenda, or rather their
violent and spectacular manifestations. Several school shooters have been fascinated
with mass murders, violent crime, and previous school rampage shootings. Their
fascination with terrorist attacks and totalitarian regimes can also be seen in this
light. For example, one can legitimately ask whether the fascination with Adolf
Hitler should be read as support for Nazism. Ralph Larkin, for example, has sug-
gested that Harris’s fascination with Hitler “seems to derive from Hitler’s ability
to exterminate anyone who did not conform to his image of the world.”®!

These same questions are also discussed by Ramoén Spaaij in his study on lone
wolf terrorism. His case studies suggest that, also in the case of lone wolf terrorism,
it is very typical that the perpetrators mix political ideologies and personal grie-
vances. In one third of the cases included in his chronology, the ideological source
remained unclear. This suggests that the political and ideological component in lone
wolf terrorism is not always very distinct. In the words of Spaaij, ‘“boundaries of
lone wolf terrorism are inevitably fuzzy.”®* When there is no conclusive evidence,
there seems to be a tendency in terrorism studies to classify acts still as terrorism
if targeting, timing, or interpretations of the act in the public debate hint in that
direction. The question of the mental health of the perpetrators and its significance
in terms of understanding the violent acts is also a topic of discussion. There is some
tentative evidence suggesting that mental health problems may be more common
among lone wolf terrorists than members of terrorist groups.®

How to view the school rampage shootings in the first category is thus closely
linked with the question of how to deal with the criteria of political motivation in
the case of lone wolf terrorism. The literature on terrorism does not have a lot to
say about how to apply the definitional criteria that the attack has to be politically
(or religiously) motivated. The criterion is evidently there in many definitions in
order to distinguish terrorism from criminal and psychotic violence. Alex Schmid’s
discussion on the matter in the Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research is tell-
ingly vague and ends up with the statement that * ‘political’ is an element that ought
to be included in a definition of terrorism, but non-political terrorism should not be
totally ruled out.”® Determining whether this criterion is met has been somewhat
easier in the case of group-based terrorism: if the attack is perpetrated by an organi-
zation that is known to have political objectives, the criterion is met. It needs to be
discussed more carefully how to evaluate the nature of the attack in the case of lone
operators. As the group context is often much more vague or even non-existent, the
question is at least partially transferred to the realm of analyzing motivations of an
individual which makes the evaluation much harder.

Besides the first category of shootings, also the second category, the Columbine-
inspired shootings without explicit political communication, are interesting in this con-
text. One possible reading of these cases is that they are copycat crimes® or suicides
with a “cool factor,” but there is another way to look at them that seems worth con-
sideration. Even though the perpetrators have not explained their deeds politically, the
references to Columbine may indicate that the perpetrator wanted his act to be placed
in the larger context described in the Columbine shooters’ communication. Besides
providing an example of how to conduct a spectacular school shooting, “Columbine”
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as a reference point seems to have created a sense of tradition, continuity, and
imagined community among these school shooters and their admirers.®® While the
question remains whether these shootings can be considered as political, the de facto
dynamics and shape of this Columbine phenomenon are not necessary worlds apart
from what is usually referred to as leaderless resistance.

Whatever we may think about the boundaries and linkages between school ram-
page shootings and lone wolf terrorism, the way the school shooters have used the
term illustrates the cultural significance and connotations of the term ‘“‘terrorism.”
That Auvinen labeled his act as political terrorism shows what kind of a status
the word terrorism has acquired in today’s world, even in Finland where there has
been hardly any terrorism to speak of since the Second World War. For people like
Pekka-Eric Auvinen, terrorism does not appear to be a pejorative label, but rather a
badge of credibility and worthiness, denoting a higher purpose, not unlike for the
anarchists in the late 19th century, who used the term terrorism to separate
themselves from ordinary criminals.
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