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By Raj Persaud and Ramon Spaaij

The BBC News website is reporting that ABC News said it received a 23-page ‘rambling’ fax,
apparently sent from the man who shot dead two journalists on live TV in the US state of
Virginia.

The writer of the fax apparently expresses admiration for the teenagers who killed 13 people at
Columbine High School in Colorado in 1999. He also seems to have said the attack in
Charleston, South Carolina, in which nine black churchgoers were killed in June this year, was
what "sent me over the top".

Paul Mullen, Christopher Cantor and
colleagues have published an analysis of
possible copy-cat mass slayings, where they
argue the influence of one rampage on
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another may have occurred across
continents, and even over many years.

Their study entitled 'Media and Mass
Homicides', published in the journal ‘Archives
of Suicide Research’, tracked seven mass
homicide incidents occurring in Australia,
New Zealand and the UK between 1987-

1996. They found a complex web of multiple influences between the different incidents on the
perpetrators, especially influenced by the colossal media coverage each tragedy received.

For example the perpetrator of a mass killing in Port Arthur, Australia, in 1996, where 35 people
were slain, might have been influenced not just by the Dunblane tragedy in Scotland, where 16
children were killed just 46 days before, but also two mass killings in Melbourne, almost 10
years previously.

Mullen and colleagues point out that following research evidence that press coverage of
suicides leads to copy-cat suicides in the general population, there are now media guidelines
discouraging certain kinds of reporting. Their research suggests the same guidance and
restrictions should now apply to media reporting of mass killings.

This type of crime might be sensitive to and encouraged by media coverage.

Vester Flanagan, the Virginia shooter, killed
himself after a police chase.

It's beginning to look like such blanket and
graphic reporting is in fact encouraging some
of the disturbed and disaffected all over the
world to try their own hand at infamy, and a
warped sense of power.

Disaffected employees who return to shoot
the boss and co-workers after being sacked,
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alienated husbands who slay entire families
before turning the gun on themselves, robbers who wipe out witnesses, and racists who target
immigrants, are all more frequent statistically than random shooting of strangers in public
spaces by a lone gunman.

Advertisement

Yet it’s the very apparent meaninglessness of the random slayings, these always get much
more media attention.

However, even amongst the apparent mindlessness, patterns are emerging.

James Alan Fox, a Professor of Criminal Justice, and Jack Levin, Professor of Sociology &
Criminology, both at Northeastern University, Boston, came up with one of the most definitive
typologies of the phenomenon.

Their first type is the 'power-oriented' mass killer - these 'pseudo-commandos' boast battle
fatigues and symbols of power such as assault weapons, being motivated by dominance and
control.

Then there is the 'revenge' type - seeking to get even, either with those he knows, or those who
represent others who have humiliated him (in his opinion).

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/punishment
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The writer of the fax to ABC News, who has been identified as responsible for the Virginia
shootings, apparently claims he suffered racism and homophobia at work, and shot dead two
colleagues from the same TV station from which he was fired.

Meanwhile the 'terror' type intends to "send a message" through their murderous rampage.

The Virginia shooter is reported to have said in a fax sent to ABC that the attack in Charleston,
South Carolina, in which nine black churchgoers were killed in June this year, was what "sent
me over the top".

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/bias
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These different categories can and often do overlap.

Psychologist Dr Peter Langman, author of the book ‘Why Kids Kill - Inside the Minds of School
Shooters’, proposes an alternative classification which may also be especially relevant to recent
cases in the headlines.

This emphasises instead that a significant number of these mass killers, particularly if they are
in their late teens or early twenties - which is a peak age for the onset of psychosis in men -
might be suffering from a range of psychotic illnesses. Langman for example argues that Seung
Hui Cho whose rampage at Virginia Tech in 2007 killed 32 and wounded 17, might be typical of
this type.

Langman reports that after Seung Hui Cho
arrived at college, the so-called 'negative'
symptoms of schizophrenia, including
poverty of speech and flattened emotional
responsiveness, became more prominent.
Many don't realise that psychotic illnesses
like schizophrenia are not just diagnosed
from hallucinations and delusions, but also
'negative' symptoms such as withdrawal and
isolation. Towards the end, Seung
apparently barely spoke.

In his recent research paper entitled 'Rampage school shooters: A typology', published in the
academic journal, 'Aggression and Violent Behaviour', Langman suggests that, with the benefit
of hindsight, delusional thinking may now be recognisable.

Seung Hui Cho claimed to have a supermodel from outer space as a girlfriend. Langman
reports that on occasions he told roommates she was in their dorm room. He also apparently
claimed an association with Russian leader Vladimir Putin, plus he seems to have compared
himself to Moses, believing he was leading a mass movement and would be remembered as a
great leader. His paranoia was evidenced in claims that others were trying to kill him, Langman
contends. Possibly believing he was on the verge of annihilation, his attack appears to have
been a response to beliefs of widespread attempts to destroy him.

Langman's analysis of recent mass killings in schools and colleges in the USA leads him to
conclude that half of these shooters had what he terms 'schizophrenia-spectrum' disorders.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/conditions/schizophrenia
https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/fear
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Langman acknowledges that this high prevalence of psychosis has not been suggested so
strongly before.

He defends his finding however by pointing out that evidence of psychosis may not emerge until
months or years after the slaying. In the case of Dylan Klebold, for example, his journal was not
released until seven years after the attack at Columbine. Attempts to investigate this killer could
not access this crucial information before.

Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold were responsible for the Columbine School massacre, killing 13
and wounded 23 in Jefferson County, Colorado in 1999. Klebold's journal suggests, according
to Langman, he didn't think he was human, at times believed he was God, and disturbed
thought processes may be revealed by his tendency to create new words - referred to as
'neologisms' in psychiatry.

Intriguingly, in the case of Anders Breivik, the Norwegian mass killer, the first two court-
appointed psychiatrists who examined him were also interested that Breivik might be using
neologisms, and this may have contributed to them diagnosing him as possibly psychotic.

There are many who will be furious at the attempt to diagnose mass killers, believing this is a
way of them 'getting off' or of eluding responsibility. But since the vast majority of those
diagnosed with any psychiatric disorder are not violent, personal responsibility probably still has
a role to play, even if psychotic processes can be found in these killers.

A diagnosis or a psychological analysis doesn't mean a court cannot find these perpetrators
guilty, and sentence them to prison. Being sent to a secure hospital doesn't signal imminent
release either.

Also improved understanding of the possible psychological processes in play, if made more
widely available to the public, means it just might be possible for others to notice some of the
earliest signs of incipient disorder, to see when they start to act strangely, to become more
aware of when they are lacking something.

If we understand the development of this kind of mind-set better, in future, we might just be a bit
better at predicting and preventing some of these catastrophes.

Ramón Spaaij is an Associate Professor and
Research Program Leader (Sport in Society)
at Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia.
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He is also Special Chair of Sociology of
Sport in the Department of Sociology at the
University of Amsterdam, and Visiting
Professor at the Utrecht University School of
Governance, The Netherlands.

Ramón’s overarching research interests
center on questions of social cohesion,
conflict and social change. He has two

established fields of significant research that address these questions: sport, and violent
extremism. Ramón has taught in sociology, anthropology, management, criminology, sports
studies and conflict studies at undergraduate and graduate levels.

A version of this article first appeared in The Huffington Post
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4 Comments

Anders Breivik was found to
Submitted by jo on August 27, 2015 - 5:46am

Anders Breivik was found to be perfectly sane, and the research indicates that most of these men are. Their crimes

are highly pre-meditated. They know exactly what they're doing. I say men, because these crimes are almost entirely

committed by males. If we sincerely want to prevent these crimes we need to look at male psychology and

'masculinity' - a sense of entitlement to a good job, a beautiful, compliant wife or girlfriend, children, money, social
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status, power, dominance and control over others. When these are not attained, narcissistic rage kicks in for many of

these men. I'm not sure why the media is avoiding this obvious elephant in the room. I suspect if it was almost all

women committing these crimes we would never hear the end of it and would be looking very closely at the female

psyche and what is driving them. I doubt we would be giving them the 'mental illness' excuse and turning them into

poor, helpless victims of circumstance like we often do with the vicious, cowardly and pathetic men who commit these

crimes.

Men or the expectations of women?
Submitted by Dude on August 27, 2015 - 6:56pm

Do men lose it because they have an entitlement mentality to a good job or to be with a beautiful woman, or money

and social status, or is it because when they cannot attain such, their society, especially women, who expect them to

have such, shun them?

People are shunned and suffer
Submitted by Jodeel on August 30, 2015 - 3:37am

People are shunned and suffer in myriad ways and in all kinds of situations. That does not justify them going

out and shooting people. Only violent, irrational males seem to think that this is a reasonable response. The

more we make excuses for these men and allow them to play the poor victim, the more men will think this is a

reasonable and understandable response. It is not, under any circumstances.

As for women having high expectations of men, this is a stereotype perpetuated by the media. It's not reality

for most relationships. Most women just want a decent, responsible, caring men without all the egotistical

bullcrap that causes these men to lash out when their egos aren't stroked enough. If anything it's men who

are in a constant pissing contest with each other to be the alpha male. That's why men are most likely to be

hurt or killed by other men. And that's why these men get so mad when things don't go their way. They want

to be the big man, but in reality they're just impotent, pathetic cowards.

Reply to jo Quote jo
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Of course it does not
Submitted by Dude on August 30, 2015 - 1:47pm

excuse them under the rules of our society. However, men since the beginning of time have taken to the physical to

relieve their angst. This is nothing new. It is in their makeup. Before blaming the media, please see all of human

behavior history pre-mass media.

As an aside, I would disagree that it is not acceptable however under any circumstances. Those are your rules, and

not necessarily everyone agrees with you. Though, undoubtedly, I guess it makes you feel better that they should.

But the truth is this is a natural world, no matter how much we try to sanitize it with rules of civilization and pretty it up

with dreams of castles and princes on white horses. We are all still animals underneath the facade. Sometimes, that

animal comes out to play, especially when it feels like it has been cornered.

And women are far from being absent of acting in the manner in which nature has proscribed to be more to their

advantage. Are they then pathetic because of it?

In addition to their generally accepted behavior, let me tell you about their ugly underbellies. The prison systems are

filled with women who lashed out, usually at their husbands, when they were unsatisfied with his performance as a

husband. I spent a lot of time in prisons, and there is a plethora of women in them that offed their

husbands/lovers/boyfriends due to motives not related to self defense, which is what the media would like everyone to

believe is always the case all of the time. (Everything is men's fault, right?) However, life insurance and/or supposedly

greener pastures are quite unfortunately not unusual motives for women murderers. What is driving that? A sense of

entitlement perhaps? They will even off their own children, just like some men do, but even more often so. Maybe we

need to delve in to the psychology of women too then, no?

And to just excuse the part in this societal issue played by women by referring to men as "impotent" pretty much sums

up my case as to where you are coming from and the overall part you play to the problem.

Women, regardless of what the media portrays today, which is usual men being hapless fools, expect men to be

successful financially - pay the bills, make life more comfortable for them. They must have a good solid job. Being

"responsible" is just another way of saying that. If they fail in that respect, then they "impotent" and "pathetic." Who

made those rules? And if that isn't the case then why aren't women seen as pathetic if they don't have a solid reliable

career? Typically, if that is the case, such is blamed on men and our male dominated society. And that isn't pathetic?

Using this tragedy to lash out at men in general, which is what you did ("we need to look at male psychology and

"masculinity" ..." - no?) proves that your womanhood makes you no better in general than men my dear (yeah, I went

there). Whether you want to admit it or not, you ladies have more than enough of the blame to take responsibility for in

the ills of our society.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/comment/784797#comment-784797
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