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Schools under Fire? School Shootings and the 

Construction of a Cultural Discourse of Emergency 

_Abstract 

Contrary to popular belief, rampage violence at suburban and rural schools occurred 

before the infamous Columbine High School shooting in April 1999. While school 

shootings — before Columbine gained international media attention — were treated 

as a local rather than a national or even international problem, they are now seen as 

an emergent phenomenon that has to be addressed with appropriate urgency.  

In this paper, I want to examine whether school shootings are in fact increasing 

and address the medial construction of the discourse of emergency that has evolved 

around these acts of excessive violence. I argue that the public perception of school 

shootings is inseparably intertwined with the media dynamics in the aftermath of these 

incidents. In these discursive dynamics, I argue, it can be seen that these acts of vio-

lence lay open society’s underlying fears. School shootings, as this paper shows, are 

closely linked to contemporary media logic and can be understood as examples of the 

contemporary dynamics of cultural discourses of emergency. 

1_Approaching the Dynamics of the School Shooting Discourse 

In the 1990s, America was faced with a new form of excessive violence. The hitherto 

unknown brutality of school shootings — indiscriminate mass killings committed by 

adolescents at schools — shocked suburban communities and, from the late 90s on-

wards, received growing regional, national, and even international attention. Quickly, 

the impression arose that contemporary Western societies were in fact faced with an 

emergent phenomenon of excessive violence. Public, medial, and political reactions to 

school shootings not only underlined this perception of a phenomenon on the rise, but 

also actively created an atmosphere of emergency: the installations of metal detectors 

at schools, various political rallies — either pro-gun or pro-gun control — and general 

outcries for tighter security measures at high schools quickly dominated the medial 

discourse about the incidents and generated the impression that a new threat to society 

had evolved.  

In the various reactions to school shootings, the close interrelation of public percep-

tion and the media dynamics behind phenomena of excessive violence become obvi-

ous: rampage violence at educational institutions are ‘media spectacles,’ “technologi-

cally constructed media events that are produced and disseminated through so-called 

mass media, ranging from the radio and television through the Internet and the latest 

wireless gadgets.”1 In this paper, I want to ask how the public perception of school 

shootings as an emergent phenomenon is in fact medially constructed and indebted to 
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underlying media dynamics. Also, I want to approach the cultural discourse of emer-

gency that has evolved around the school shooting phenomenon, and ask how the dis-

cursive dynamics and the prevalent narratives that have been constructed around school 

shootings serve as a means to reassure society of its self-perception as non-violent. 

Here, school shootings are understood as a media spectacle; so the first task will be 

to partially deconstruct the spectacle and ask how school shootings are defined in the 

discourse. In doing so, the focus will be on the question of whether school shootings 

are in fact an emergent phenomenon and a new threat to contemporary Western 

schools. After this has been done, I want to investigate the societal perception of school 

shootings as a threat in terms of a ‘moral panic,’ as Stanley Cohen has suggested.2 

Drawing upon Cohen’s notions, the second part of this paper comments on cultural 

discourses of emergency in the context of school shootings.  

In a recent publication on school shootings, Kathryn E. Linder states that “[t]hrough-

out the 1990s, it would not be overly dramatic to claim that the future of America was 

threatened by the phenomenon of suburban and rural school shootings, which chal-

lenged contemporary perceptions of American youth.”3 If an extremely rare phenome-

non, such as a school shooting, can be perceived as a threat to an entire society, as 

Linder suggest, it becomes clear that school shootings have developed an impact that 

clearly transcends the actual event. School shootings, rather than just being another 

form of violence, have turned into a cultural phenomenon; the discourse about school 

shootings has become a cultural discourse of emergency, in which school shootings as 

a ‘phenomenon of radical terror’4 have the potential to lay open underlying cultural 

fears and insecurities. Naturally, the school shooting discourse is extremely complex 

and touches upon many social dynamics — it has its roots not only in inter- and in-

trapersonal conflicts and struggles, but also in institutional, medial, and political poli-

cies. While the scope of this paper requires these factors to go unexamined, questions 

regarding the school shooting discourse as a discourse of emergency can be ap-

proached. Therefore, in the second section, I focus on the — strictly medially con-

structed — sense of emergency that this form of excessive violence generates. School 

shootings address deep societal fears about the instability of peacefulness and trust, 

thereby questioning the very core of our modern orders of society, as pointed out by 

Jan Philipp Reemtsma.5 Such questions evoke a feeling of fragility and emergency, as 
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immediate reactions such as the above mentioned security measures or the medial con-

demnation of these deeds are needed to restore the societal agreements and stability. I 

ask how certain media logics construct a sense of emergency and how the discourse 

simultaneously reacts by creating narratives of causality. The last section is a brief 

comment on the role of narratives within the school shooting discourse and asks how 

narratives of these events can both fuel an already heated debate about school shootings 

as a threat to society, and serve as means to reintegrate these events into societal self-

understanding. 

2_School Shootings on the Rise? Media Dynamics and Moral Panics 

When homepages such as everytownresearch.org claim that at least 166 school shoot-

ings have happened in the United States since 2013, these incidents appear to be a great 

threat to American schools as safe places for children.6 However, the problem with 

these numbers is that the term ‘school shooting’ suggests a rampage shooting or killing 

spree at a school. All-too-vivid memories of events such as the Columbine massacre, 

the Virginia Tech massacre, or, more recent, the Sandy Hook Elementary school shoot-

ing in Newtown, Connecticut, where adolescents went to their schools and indiscrimi-

nately killed peers and school staff, come to mind. When taking a closer look, however, 

it becomes clear that everytownresearch.org also subsumes other forms of shootings on 

school properties, including suicides and gunfire with no injuries, under the term 

‘school shooting.’ Due to different uses of the term, numbers about school shootings 

vary greatly. Already in 2002, David J. Harding and his colleagues at Harvard Univer-

sity wrote about the ‘case definition problem’ that researchers are confronted with 

when they want to analyze school shootings. The case definition problem focuses on 

the question: “What factors distinguish a rampage school shooting from other types of 

shootings?”7 Naturally, finding an answer to this question has “a significant impact not 

only on our assessment of how rare the event actually is but also on the substance of 

the theory that is subsequently developed to explain the phenomenon.”8 As a result, 

numbers on the actual frequency of the phenomenon vary greatly, depending on the 

criteria that have been used for analysis: the age of the perpetrator, his affiliation to the 

institution where the shooting took place, or the number of the victims killed or injured 

in the shooting.9 
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One of the most commonly used definitions of school shootings was developed by 

Katherine S. Newman and her colleagues. According to this definition, the incidents 

must take place at a school or a school-related place,10 involve multiple victims, who 

can either be chosen arbitrarily or for a definite or symbolic reason, and must involve 

one or more shooters who still go, or at least went to, the targeted institution. However 

useful this quite widely accepted definition may be, it also shows that definitions of 

school shootings always require alterations: Adam Lanza, who murdered 26 people at 

Sandy Hook Elementary School, had no affiliation to the school at all. Yet, Lanza’s 

deed was clearly understood and discussed as a school shooting, and understandably 

so: not only in the dynamics of the discourse, but also on the level of the actual of-

fense — in terms of severity, planning, and choice of victims — his deed fit the label 

of a school shooting in the tradition of Jonesboro, Columbine, or the Virginia Tech 

Massacre. The term ‘school shooting,’ as this example shows, can only be understood 

as an artificial classification that needs to be altered a posteriori and depends on medial 

and public discourse more than on statistics and modalities of the crime. “[T]he idea of 

rampage,” Jörn Ahrens writes, “is essentially a phenomenon of perception,”11 and the 

label depends greatly on the social discourse that evolves around the actual incident. 

As a result, “[f]ar from every incident of extreme violence, even in the public realm, is 

perceived as an act of rampage.”12 

Regarding the classification of a crime as a school shooting, as Ferguson and Ivory 

rightfully criticize, issues of race and class have also proven to be highly problematic 

in school shooting research. When shootings at urban schools with lower socioeco-

nomic status, “where crime might be ‘expected’ due to difficult social environments 

surrounding these schools or stereotypical expectations applied to these schools’ pop-

ulations”13 are not classified as school shootings, but are more likely to be discussed as 

issues of gang violence or ‘regular’ youth violence. This already touches upon one of 

the specific dynamics of the school shooting discourse: the medial and public search 

for “scapegoats for white youth violence.”14 “Books, video games, and films found in 

the possession of school shooters were frequently analyzed by law enforcement and 

labeled as partially culpable for school violence,” especially before Columbine.15 In 

this scapegoating of popular culture, some of the underlying presumptions about school 

shootings that actually influence definitions and, consequently, shape statistics about 
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the frequency of school shootings, are laid open, as Ferguson and Ivory argue in the 

context of video games:  

The tendency for people to look to violent video games as a cause for high-profile 

crimes committed by middle-class white youth despite the disproportionally 

greater prevalence of video games among non-white youth may be a result of 

some people’s stereotypical association between racial minorities and violent 

crime.16 

In more drastic words, when a minority youth goes on a shooting spree at a school with 

a low socioeconomic background, outcries for banning video games from supermarket 

aisles would, most likely, be less audible. When white middle-class youths shoot their 

classmates in their suburban high schools, interestingly, it was most likely the fault of 

a film they saw or a game they played.17 This observation is especially notable when 

one wants to define what school shootings are, since the specific discursive dynamics 

of these events only apply rather selectively to violent crimes committed by white 

shooters in suburban or rural schools.  

In light of the problems with defining school shootings, one has to keep in mind that 

the phenomenon cannot be understood separately from the dynamics of its medial and 

public discourse. While researchers have still not agreed upon one definition of these 

incidents, the public and medial discourse has very clear ideas about the phenomenon. 

What is considered to be a school shooting or what is still ‘regular’ youth violence has 

a — sometimes rather unsettling — underbelly of presuppositions and understandings 

of cultural dynamics, youth culture, and social hierarchies. Once an incident has been 

labeled an act of rampage, however, the discursive dynamics follow similar rules of 

media logic. School shooting incidents can therefore be defined solely through their 

particular discursive dynamics. Ahrens describes the recurring specifics of the media 

discourse as follows: 

[A]ny media coverage following such incidents starts with two attempts of recon-

struction: first, the chronological reconstruction of the incident itself; second, the 

reconstruction of the offender as a person with a history, an intention and, if pos-

sible, a serious problem or psychological disorder that made him act in such a 

shockingly violent way.18 

Based on a carefully conducted statistical analysis by Nils Böckler and colleagues, 

based on a definition that this article shares, it can be said that school shootings may 

be an increasing, yet still extremely rare phenomenon19: With an international preva-

lence of 1.1 to 5.7 cases per year between the 1980s and the 2000s, “[d]ramatic media 
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reporting suggesting an epidemic of school rampage violence is not confirmed by the 

actual figures,” as Böckler et al. point out.20 Yet, especially throughout the 1990s and 

early 2000s, and then after every newly occurring incident, school shootings have been 

debated as a serious threat to children, and to society as such. This feeling of a threat 

to society evolves mainly from the fact that schools possess great symbolic value in 

Western societies, as a “public stage with strong connections to the entire commu-

nity,”21 representing certain social arrangements and hierarchies within the commu-

nity.22 In the suburban or rural small towns where school shootings usually take place, 

the shock and horror that a shooting evokes might be much more intense than in more 

anonymous urban areas — one of the many explanations for the disproportionate at-

tention that these incidents receive.  

What occurs in these small towns could be described as a ‘moral panic’. While 

Glenn W. Muschert writes that “[f]ollowing an apparent spate of incidents occurring 

between 1997 and 2001, it seemed as if the USA was on the brink of a moral panic 

concerning delinquency and nihilistic youth culture,”23 Cohen himself applies his term 

to school shootings in the third edition of his book:  

In the late nineties, when these events were still rare, each new case was 

already described as ‘an all-too-familiar story’. The slide towards moral 

panic rhetoric depends less on the sheer volume of cases, than a cogni-

tive shift from ‘how could it happen in a place like this?’ to ‘it could 

happen anyplace’. In the USA, at least, the Columbine Massacre sig-

naled this shift.24 

A ‘moral panic’ describes the ability and tendency of societies to construct panics over 

different phenomena. While problems such as youth violence or delinquency on school 

premises or bullying are known to the public but mostly treated as normal, these issues 

are unlikely to cause moral panic. For a full moral panic to unfold, an especially dra-

matic and spectacular incident needs to inflame public interest. Once the moral panic 

has begun, however, Cohen observes recurring patterns in its dynamics:  

Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to periods of moral 

panic. A condition, episode or group of person emerges to become de-

fined as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented 

in a stylized and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral bar-

ricades are manned by editors, bishops, politicians and other right-think-

ing people; socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses and 

solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the 

condition then disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes more 

visible. Sometimes the object of the panic is quite novel and at other 
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times it is something which has been in existence long enough, but sud-

denly appears in the limelight. Sometimes the panic passes over and is 

forgotten, except in folklore and collective memory; at other times it has 

more serious and long-lasting repercussions and might produce such 

changes as those in legal and social policy or even in the way that soci-

ety conceives itself.25 

As Cohen himself stresses, it is highly important to note that “[c]alling something a 

‘moral panic’ does not imply that this something does not exist or happened at all and 

that reaction is based on fantasy, hysteria, delusion and illusion or being duped by the 

powerful.”26 School shootings are a very real and gruesome phenomenon that has hor-

rendous effects on children, families, and entire communities, even if “the high level 

of attention given to school shootings, compared to other forms of victimization in 

schools, is potentially misleading,”27 in that it portrays school shooting incidents as a 

much more pressing issue than the actual prevalence of the crime suggests. The notions 

of moral panic and media spectacle can help to approach the media logic behind the 

sense of emergency that school shootings bring about. The next section employs these 

concepts to examine the dynamics of the school shooting discourse, attempting to shed 

light on why school shootings are perceived as a national or cultural ‘emergency.’  

3_School Shootings and Cultural Discourses of Emergency  

The media’s role in the school shooting discourse is highly complex and multi-layered. 

Ahrens points out that on the one hand the media “decisively negotiate[s] public con-

cerns, such as which acts of violence are to be regarded as absolutely intolerable,”28 

when on the other hand, it is frequently blamed for those acts of violence. The extensive 

media portrayals of the shooters are said to have created new heroes for the outcasts, 

and the idea of the “superstar killer”29 is blamed for copycat-crimes. The alleged emer-

gence of a ‘cultural script for school shootings’ — that is, established out of narratives 

and images of previous shootings — is also frequently invoked as a template for trou-

bled youths who look for a spectacular and masculine way out of their perceived mis-

ery.30 On all these points, both journalism and fictional media have been strongly crit-

icized, and — in many cases — rightfully so: some cultural artifacts glorify hypermas-

culine ideas that connect manhood to violence, and media coverage has often fallen 

short of presenting balanced and empathetic accounts of the incidents.31 

On the contrary, media coverage of school shootings has mostly focused on the 

‘spectacular’ nature of the event, the ‘sensational’ metamorphosis of a ‘normal’ young 
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boy — as almost all school shooters are boys32 — into a “juvenile superpredator.”33 

And, considering the rules of corporate media, understandably so: “[s]chool shootings 

make and break news, and as the victims bleed the stories lead. It is exactly the per-

formative and theatrical nature of violence in school shootings that makes them suited 

to the present-day media and its ongoing battle to retain audience attention.”34 While 

the level of media influence on school shooters, and the school shooting phenomenon 

as such, must be neglected within the scope of this paper,35 the dynamics of media 

coverage are of great interest here. Therefore, this section asks how school shootings 

generate a ‘sense of emergency’ that exceeds the actual incident and has an impact on 

school politics and cultural perceptions of schools as such. To do so, the perception of 

school shootings as an emergency will first be described in an effort to understand the 

dynamics of these forms of excessive violence. Societal agreements about schools and 

education will then be approached with the help of the notions of moral panic and me-

dia spectacle. 

The sense of emergency that this article observes is a reaction to school shootings 

as “deep psychic blows […] in the collective sentiment”36 and can be observed in the 

school shooting discourse. Cohen has pointed out that moral panics sometimes have 

“serious and long-lasting repercussions and might produce such changes as those in 

legal and social policy or even in the way that society conceives itself.”37 These changes 

can be seen in developments in school policies over the last 15 years. In June 2013, 

still in the aftermath of the Sandy Hook Elementary shooting in December 2012, the 

White House released the “Guide for Developing High-Quality School Emergency Se-

curity Plans.” The fact sheet that accompanied the release begins by stating that 

“[s]chools, IHEs, and houses of worship need comprehensive guidance on how to ef-

fectively plan and prepare for emergencies,” and puts special emphasis on school shoot-

ings or, more broadly, “Active Shooter Situations”, observing: “The recent tragedies 

[…] have raised the level of concern among Americans whether schools, IHEs or 

houses of worship are doing everything they can to keep students, staff and congregants 

safe from gun violence.”38 

Ever since Columbine, some communities have taken drastic measures against the 

threat that school shootings seem to pose: metal detectors, regular locker searches, se-

curity staff, and even police officers are being installed at rural and urban schools, and 

after every school shooting the outcries for stricter security measures, along with either 
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stricter or loser gun control, get louder. However, these measures have themselves 

caused heated public debates. The presence of police officers at schools gained partic-

ular national attention when, in October 2015, a police officer at Spring Valley High 

School violently removed a girl of color from the classroom, for no apparent reason.39 

Under the hashtag #AssaultAtSpringHigh, the incident was debated across social me-

dia, and a video was shown on almost all major news websites in the US. Not surpris-

ingly, the possibility of a school shooting was used as one of the main arguments in 

favor of a greater presence of police officers at schools. Here, the way that school 

shooting incidents have been instrumentalized beyond their actual impact can be seen 

quite clearly: while the possibility of a school shooting is extremely low, it is still used 

to justify certain measures — especially in terms of security and surveillance — that 

frequently do more harm than good. As a result of having more police officers at 

schools, students who disobey their teachers, cause trouble, or get in fights not only 

face disciplinary actions by their schools, but most likely criminal charges as well. Nat-

urally, methods for prevention need to be developed, just as school shootings or the 

leaking of plans that hint towards an adolescent’s desire to kill his peers need to be 

taken seriously and responded to with adequate urgency. However, it must be asked 

why school shootings are clearly seen as an actual risk at schools and whether measures 

like these do not actually heighten the notion of school shootings as a threat. 

The extremely disproportionate media coverage that school shootings have received 

is the main reason for the perception of shootings as a constant threat to Western 

schools.40 The recurring images of schools as crime scenes, paramedics carrying life-

less bodies from school premises, or the constantly remediated imagery of two juvenile 

gunmen who randomly shoot their peers in a suburban school cafeteria have generated 

the feeling that “it could happen anyplace.”41 In the face of a possible emergency that 

derives from the feeling of being threatened by a new form of violence, the real risk of 

victimization, as Muschert and Ragnedda argue, loses importance:  

The mass media contribute to a culture of fear, by continually returning to and 

emphasizing the motif of school violence, creating a discrepancy between public 

fear and the real risks of victimization, fusing the perception of fear with the real 

event, and soliciting an emotional response divorced from its context.42 

These media dynamics have been witnessed ever since Columbine, which is frequently 

understood to have been a prototypical school shooting, or a “problem-defining” 

event.43 With massive media coverage and the transmission of live footage from the 
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crime scene during the shooting, the events of Columbine — despite major political 

issues — became one of the biggest news events of 1999 and was one of the biggest 

news events of the entire decade.44 Shootings before Columbine had received less me-

dia coverage, and today, still, some school shootings in the US provoke less salient 

media coverage than others. However, events such as the Sandy Hook Massacre remain 

the focus of national, and even international, media attention for weeks, and are brought 

to mind even years later, after similar events or when certain political agendas need a 

spectacular story to back them up.45 The enormous media attention that some of the 

school shootings have received has generated a feeling of participation. “Mass-medi-

ated reports of Columbine,” as Linder argues, “expanded the group of people who ‘ex-

perienced’ the event as news media coverage or the shooting brought the terror of 

school violence into American living rooms across the country.”46 Despite the fact that, 

luckily, only very few individuals and communities have had to deal with the aftermath 

of a school shooting, the media has managed to create the impression that school shoot-

ings are a general problem that affects the entire nation. 

By now, images of school shootings can be reactivated easily after each new inci-

dent — and the media makes use of it. Almost no report about a school shooting event 

ceases to refer back to media spectacles like Columbine, Virginia Tech, or Sandy Hook. 

As a result, “school shooting images and meanings are widely spread around the world, 

and thus have potential to nurture the collective imagination of destruction and fear 

much beyond their physical power,” as Muschert writes.47 

Naturally, this symbolic value is closely linked to the notion of schools — especially 

rural or suburban ones — as safe havens, as places for education, where children are 

raised to be responsible adults and citizens and where committed teachers have a posi-

tive influence on young lives. With their acts of extreme violence that indiscriminately 

attack the school as such, school shooters question this symbolic value. They do not 

attack an individual, but rather an institution that stands for society’s good future. 

Moreover, their victims are children, who embody societal hopes for the future, and 

teachers, who stand for the communication of social values and norms. With their grue-

some actions, school shooters communicate their radical refusal of these societal values 

and shared norms. As a result, the effect of the attack is shocking, as it violates not only 

individual lives and communities’ peace, but the very idea of social trust.48  
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Every society consists of zones — “areas, in which it prohibits, permits, or man-

dates violence, alone or in combination,” as Reemtsma defines them.49 Social trust, 

Reemtsma states, “rests on the stability of these zones.”50 Schools are one of the zones 

in which violence is clearly prohibited — at least when it exceeds a socially accepted 

amount or quality. While bullying, even in its most cruel forms, is frequently ignored 

or normalized,51 the general perception of peacefulness and safety needs to be main-

tained. Certain forms of violence must remain in zones where they are, to a certain 

extent, legitimate — for extreme forms of violence, these zones must be highly specific 

and are frequently renegotiated, as the limits and boundaries of violence are by no 

means a stable set of rules. Schools, too, used to be places where violence was clearly 

permitted — “where in the not-so-distant-past teachers could paddle, cane, or beat re-

calcitrant pupils with impunity.”52 In contemporary society, however, schools have 

been re-coded as non-violent, purely educational zones. The violation must therefore 

be perceived as an emergency and labeled an exception and illegitimate transgression.53 

Consequently, in the aftermath of a school shooting, society needs to reassure itself of 

its overarching agreement of peacefulness and of the stability of its zones, which all 

too often leads to moral panic.54 

The dynamics of moral panic are the result of this process of delegitimation of vio-

lence at schools, and, at the same time, serve as a means to delegitimate: the outrage 

about school shootings is not only an understandable reaction to the shocking nature of 

the incident. It also serves to reassure society of the existing agreement that these acts 

of violence are in no way acceptable. Here, the media is the crucial factor, as news 

coverage vigorously focuses on the processes of creating explanations and causalities 

that either frame the attack as the deed of a forlorn individual who has fallen over the 

rim of societal control, or pathologize the perpetrator, to much the same end. All these 

explanations, like the shootings themselves, are orchestrated as media spectacles that 

constantly communicate new pieces of information to the nation’s living rooms. “As 

these stories unfold,” Cohen writes, “experts such as sociologists, psychologists and 

criminologists are wheeled in to comment, react and supply a causal narrative.”55 In 

the aftermath of highly-mediatized school shootings, certain narratives of causality that 

mostly focus on the motives and reasons for the shootings, have been constructed 

within the cultural discourse of emergency that has evolved around school shootings. 

These socially important narratives, as the last section of this paper shows, have been 
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established to such an extent that they can be invoked in the medial and public discourse 

after every new school shooting. 

4_Unwind: Narratives of Causality 

“The world around us is chaotic,” writes Mieke Bal in her introduction to On Meaning-

Making. “In order to live in that world, we must find ways to grasp it, establish some 

sort of order in it.”56 Through interacting with others and signs such as language, hu-

mans establish order, create causality, and help each other grasp events that seem to 

lack meaning.  

School shootings, as events that seem to lack any meaning, causality, or rationale, 

have proven to challenge these mechanisms of meaning-making, of ordering and un-

derstanding. They defy the causality that society usually ascribes to acts of violence. In 

many cases of violent behavior, the motive of the perpetrator already presents the pub-

lic with some sort of explanation. School shootings, however, are too arbitrary, too 

sudden, and too indiscriminate in their choice of time, space, and victims — the grue-

some logic of violent behavior that the public has gotten used to does not apply here. 

A school shooter, as Joseph Vogl writes, directs his violence at everyone — therefore, 

a shooting can happen to anyone at any time or place.57 The excessiveness of the vio-

lence exists in no relation to the trivial nature of what is communicated as a motive by 

the shooters: bullying, heartache, the feeling of being marginalized, a broken home. 

School shootings are frequently staged as revenge-plots against peers, teachers, and 

society,58 with the perpetrators going to great lengths to explain their actions to the 

public: The Columbine perpetrators shot extensive video footage in which they dis-

cussed their plans and filmed fictionalized versions of their later shooting — which 

now seem like gruesome dress rehearsals. German school shooter Bastian Bosse up-

loaded a video with an explanation for his plans on YouTube, and the Virginia Tech 

killer even sent an entire media package to broadcasting stations. Yet, while all of the 

shooters have had subjective motives for what they did, none of their explanations can 

truly serve as an answer to the public’s need for justification. Mary Ellen O’Toole de-

scribes the difference between motive and justification as follows:  

Justification is what the public want to know in order to make sense of the crime. 

They want to be able say, ‘Ok, I understand now why someone would go into a 

school and shoot and kill ten people.’ There will never be a reasonable justifica-

tion for [school shootings]. However, the motive for a crime is entirely different. 

The motive is the offender’s emotional and psychological reasons for committing 
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the crime, which can be either conscious or subconscious. We may not understand 

these motives, agree with them, or believe them. We most likely will find them to 

be repulsive or offensive. But the point is that motives are the offender’s unique 

reasons for his or her behavior. It has nothing to do with our ability to be able to 

reconcile their behavior.59 

Despite the fact that there can be no reasonable justification for a school shooting, the 

constant need to construct these justifications can be observed in the medial discourse’s 

attempt to create a causal narrative. This narrative, as Jörn Ahrens writes, serves to (re-

)integrate the event “into both an individual biography that eventually leads to mass 

murder and the continuity of social life and normality which has been severely dis-

rupted by this phenomenon.”60 Not only does causality serve as a means to stabilize the 

social self-perception as non-violent, but making a school shooting understandable also 

suggests that it is in fact avoidable. Finding modes and measures for prevention of 

further school shootings relies on finding explanations and ‘reasons’ for previous ones, 

the media and researchers suggest. 

Therefore, narratives that construct causality and produce easy answers can be found 

in all medial representations of school shootings, in newspapers and television, as well 

as in literature and film. Considering the latter, Linder states that “fictional spectacles 

of youth violence serve as a welcome distraction for audiences who are seeking easy-

to-digest answers for why youth violence occurs and easy-to-identify scapegoats that 

can be caught before innocent children are harmed.”61  

It can be stated that this notion is not only true for fictional accounts of youth vio-

lence, but for the entire media spectacle of school shootings, which has frequently fo-

cused on easy answers, instead of considering multicausal explanations or thematizing 

the fact that violence could be understood as an integral elements of contemporary so-

ciety. While more differentiated medial representations and debates about school 

shootings that take into account the complexity and multicausality of the phenomenon 

would be worthwhile, this would confront society with several problems.  

As this paper has shown, school shootings can only be defined with due regard to 

the highly complex media dynamics that follow these events: The classification of an 

incident of excessive violence at a school is constructed primarily a posteriori by the 

media. The prevalent perception of school shootings as an emergent phenomenon that 

poses an actual threat to schools is also mainly medially constructed. Once the notion 

that a school shooting could happen anyplace and anytime has been disseminated and 
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the imagery of school shootings has found its way into collective memory, societies 

need to believe in the possibility of prevention and in ways to redefine schools as vio-

lent-free zones. The highly constructed understanding of school shootings as an emer-

gent phenomenon and the sense of emergency that derives from this is accompanied by 

an outrage about the violation of societal norms and values. This outrage helps to re-

build a sense of stability and trust in social arrangements. Out of this need for restoring 

stability and trust, the school shooting discourse, therefore, focuses on causal narratives 

that help to make sense of the past event and, ideally, even suggest a causality and 

predictability of school shootings. 

The media dynamics of the school shooting discourse frequently follow the logic of 

moral panic and media spectacle, rather than presenting differentiated accounts that 

consider the various societal dynamics behind these acts of violence. While this often 

results in the instrumentalization of the phenomenon for political and ideological 

causes62 and in all-too-rash and generalized reactions, as some of the examples in this 

paper may have shown, these social narratives serve the necessary purpose of reassur-

ing society that it is ‘violence-free.’ 

School shootings, as this paper has shown, are an emergent phenomenon and exists 

in a close interdependency to its discourse and the discursive dynamics that have 

evolved around it. Due to the dynamics of moral panic and media spectacle, the school 

shooting discourse is characterized by a sense of emergency that appears to be dispro-

portionate to the actual prevalence of the phenomenon. As a result, narratives of cau-

sality that attempt to explain these events predominate. While Linder talks about certain 

“audiences” that seek “easy-to-digest answers,” the narratives of causality that are con-

structed in the aftermath of a school shooting can also be understood to serve as a nec-

essary means to reintegrate phenomena of excessive violence into societal self-under-

standing, and to maintain the normality of a self-proclaimed (partial) absence of vio-

lence.63 
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